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Just what is it that you want to do?
We wanna be free
We wanna be free to do what we wanna do
And we wanna get loaded
And we wanna have a good time
That’s what we’re gonna do






emerging [adjective] starting to exist, grow, or become known
adulthood [noun] the state or condition of being fully grown or mature
1.1 Introduction
Every successive generation faces its own challenges in making the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood, and the generation who have grown up and reached 
adulthood in the 21st century, the millennial generation, is no different. They are 
faced with a myriad of choices and opportunities (Côté, 2000). This is reflected in 
the increasingly heterogeneous nature of the early adult years (Elzinga & Liefbroer, 
2007; Rindfuss, 1991); the pathways to adulthood are now many and varied. What 
it means to be an adult, to have achieved adulthood, is accordingly different for 
recent generations than for previous generations. Today’s millennials see being 
adult as accepting responsibility for the self, making independent decisions, and 
becoming financially independent, rather than being married, having children, 
and settling down (Arnett, 2007). All these changes have led to the development 
of a theory and body of research examining emerging adulthood. But why might 
a criminologist be interested in changes in the nature of the early adult years and 
what being adult means to people?
 The well-known age-crime curve demonstrates that criminal behaviour peaks 
around late adolescence and early adulthood before gradually decreasing over 
the subsequent adult years (Farrington, Loeber, & Jolliffe, 2008). Young adults 
are thus overrepresented in the crime statistics compared to older adults. In 
the Netherlands 2.5 percent of 18 to 25 year olds are registered by the police as 
offenders, compared to 1.1 percent in the total population (CBS, 2015). This peak in 
offending is mainly a consequence of an increased number of offenders, rather than 
a small number of offenders offending at a much higher rate (Farrington, Loeber, 
& Jolliffe, 2008; Sweeten, Piquero, & Steinberg, 2013). The period referred to as 
emerging adulthood therefore has two characteristics: a peak in offending followed 
by a sharp about turn in the prevalence of offending. From increasing numbers 
during adolescence, the numbers start to decrease during the early adult years 
and beyond: Most offenders desist during emerging adulthood (Averdijk, Elffers, 
& Ruiter, 2012). As well as a decrease in criminal prevalence during this period of 
life, it is also a period of dramatic change in other life domains. For example, in 
the Netherlands 88 percent of 18 year olds live with their parents, whilst by age 27 
just 27 percent still live in the parental home (CBS, 2015). Understanding the many 
changes that are going on in the lives of young people as the decrease in criminal 
prevalence takes place is therefore crucial to understanding this decrease in criminal 
prevalence. Furthermore, understanding why the majority of young people leave 
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behind their criminal proclivities of adolescence can help us recognise and support 
those who have more difficulty in turning away from criminal behaviour as they 
enter adulthood.
 The central aim of this thesis is to provide a picture of how features specific 
to the lives of emerging adults affect their propensity to offend, or, rather, their 
likelihood to desist from offending. In doing so it draws on a number of life-course 
criminological theories of desistance, testing their relevance and explanatory power 
in the face of the changes in the nature of young adulthood seen in recent years. 
In this thesis, after outlining the nature of emerging adulthood in the Netherlands 
and describing risk factors for delinquent behaviour in Dutch emerging adults, 
a number of the key features of emerging adulthood are explored in relation to 
delinquent behaviour. In order to do so, two datasets from general population 
samples of Dutch emerging adults are employed. Both contain self-report data on 




The theory of emerging adulthood was first introduced around the turn of the 21st 
century by Jeffrey Arnett, a developmental psychologist (2000). He proposed that 
as a result of major demographic and cultural shifts a new developmental period 
in the life course had emerged, sandwiched between the end of adolescence at 
eighteen years and the start of young adulthood in the late twenties. Arnett built 
on and expanded developmental stages suggested in the work of pioneering 
developmental psychologists, such as Erikson (1968), Levinson (1978), and 
Keniston (1971). He argued that rather than representing a brief transitional period, 
this time of life was now distinct enough to warrant its own theory. Over the years 
that have followed a substantial and interdisciplinary body of work has been 
built up examining the emerging adulthood period, often from a developmental 
perspective. Despite this, there are those who argue against emerging adulthood 
as being a theory or a distinct developmental stage. After outlining Arnett’s and 
others’ conceptualization of emerging adulthood, I will briefly address these critics 
of emerging adulthood in terms of their relevance to this thesis.
 Arnett describes emerging adulthood as arising due primarily to the increasingly 
delayed transition into traditional adult roles of marriage, parenthood, and a stable 
employment (2015). In the western and developed world, societal and cultural 
changes, such as the emancipation of women and the post-industrialisation of 
the labour market, have meant that more young people spend at least some of 
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their adult years in further education. Yet, even for those that do not, progressing 
straight from compulsory, secondary education into a secure job for life, settling 
down with a partner and starting a family, is a far more unusual life path today than 
it was for, say, the baby boomer generation. In the Netherlands completing at least 
one internship, paid or unpaid, is also common at all levels of education. It is now 
not unusual to switch jobs frequently or to have a portfolio career (Dawood, 2014). 
Cohabitation prior to or instead of marriage is often a feature of emerging adults’ 
lives. Parenthood also happens on average at older ages. What these changes 
mean is that now, demographically speaking, there is no normal. Trajectories into 
adulthood have become increasingly heterogeneous. Likely as a consequence of 
these demographic changes, the early adult years have taken on a distinct subjective 
nature.
 Arnett (2012; 2015), studying young adults in the USA, concluded that emerging 
adulthood is a time of identity exploration, instability, self-focus, feeling in-
between, and possibilities. These are referred to as the five key features of 
emerging adulthood. Young people are free to explore and experiment with 
different education, employment, and relationship possibilities, finding out who 
they want to be in life. These explorations can make for an unstable time, but 
instability can also arise due to the precarious financial situation and future many 
emerging adults face (Silva, 2016). ‘Boomerang kids’ has become a popular term in 
the media to describe one manifestation of instability: when young people return 
to live in the parental home after a period of independence (e.g., Chevreau, 2011; 
Marsh, 2016; Pennington, 2015; Sussman, 2015; Talty, 2015).  Unlike in adolescence, 
when obligations to parents are high and education is compulsory, or in young 
adulthood when responsibilities towards spouses, employers, and offspring 
become more established, during emerging adulthood young people are able to 
focus on themselves. Arnett argues this is an important step on the road to learning 
self-sufficiency. Nevertheless, emerging adulthood remains a period of feeling 
in-between, and adult in some ways, but not others (Arnett, 2001; Lowe, Dillon, 
Rhodes, & Zwiebach, 2012). The subjective assertion of not yet feeling entirely 
adult is supported by research demonstrating that at age 18 young people have 
not yet actually reached their cognitive capacity (Cohen et al., 2016). Cognitive 
performance, such as self-control, is still developing into their twenties, so indeed: 
biologically adult in some ways but not others. Emerging adults also view this 
as a time of possibilities. With all still to play for, emerging adults are generally 
optimistic about life (Arnett, 2007). These five features of emerging adulthood have 
been found to be relevant in different samples across the USA (Lisha et al., 2012), 
but also across Europe (Douglass, 2007; Fadjukoff, Kokko, & Pulkkinen, 2007; Lanz 
& Tagliabue, 2007; Macek, Bejcek, & Vanickova, 2007; Negru, 2012), South and 
Central America (Facio, Resett, Micocci, & Mistrorigo, 2007; Fierro Arias & Moreno 
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Hernandez, 2007; Pérez, Cumsille, & Martínez, 2008), and the Middle East and Asia 
(Atak & Çok, 2008; Nelson, Badger, & Wu, 2004). The argument, therefore, for the 
universality of emerging adulthood, at least in the developed world, appears, on 
the basis of these studies, to be strong. Given that emerging adults do not yet feel 
fully adult and that they increasingly delay transitioning into roles traditionally seen 
as markers of adulthood, what indicators do they use or value when determining 
whether adulthood has been reached? 
 The study of adulthood within developmental psychology is a relatively recent 
phenomenon (Côté, 2000). It is therefore difficult to make comparisons between 
this generation and previous generations on what constitutes being an adult. 
Nevertheless, we know that emerging adults today rate ‘individualistic qualities 
of character’ (Arnett, 2000, p.472) as important signs that adulthood has been 
achieved: accepting responsibility for the self, making independent decisions, 
becoming financially independent, as well as, for example, having a more equal 
relationship with parents. Far less importance is placed on demographic transitions, 
such as finishing education, getting married, or becoming a parent. In fact, 
emerging adults often view these more traditional or permanent adult roles as a 
sign of deterioration, a sign of lost youth, and, therefore, situations to be put off 
for as long as possible (Arnett, 2015; Côté, 2000). The question is whether the five 
key features of emerging adulthood, the range of research that has attempted to 
demonstrate universality, and the fact that adulthood appears to have a new and 
different meaning, amounts to emerging adulthood representing a developmental 
stage requiring its own theory. There are those who argue it does not.
 Furstenberg (2016) argues that whilst emerging adulthood is useful as a 
conceptual framework, it does not amount to a theory, is largely descriptive, and 
does not adequately represent differences between the social classes. Bynner 
(2005), similarly, agrees with Arnett’s argument that the nature of the early adult 
years has changed considerably, not only in the USA, but also in Europe. However, 
where he differs is in the role of individual agency. He argues that structural factors 
continue to play a crucial role, particularly in limiting the options of the ‘have nots’, 
the most disadvantaged in society. Silva (2012) points out that, rather than exploring 
and experimenting, working class emerging adults are bouncing along from one 
precarious position to the next, often lacking support from social institutions. This 
point is particularly relevant for this thesis given that the most disadvantaged in 
society are most at risk of involvement in criminal behaviour (Loeber, 1990). Whilst 
Arnett’s vision of emerging adulthood as a time of exploration and experimentation 
may be true for many, it is clear that not all sections of society experience the same 
opportunities. Exclusion from higher education or the labour market, in particular, 
limits young people’s ability to exercise agency over their lives, and may hinder 
their chances of turning away from or resisting criminal behaviour. Other critics of 
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emerging adulthood take issue with the whole concept of an ‘emerging’ adulthood, 
rather than just its generalizability.
 Hendry and Kloep (2007) argue that the prolonged transition to adulthood 
is nothing new, something backed up by historian Steven Mintz in his book on 
adulthood, The Prime of Life (2015). He argues that the swift transition into adult 
roles that the post-war generations experienced was, historically speaking, more of 
an anomaly than today’s protracted transition. Except for this brief post-war period, 
the twenties have generally been viewed as an unsettled, anxious, and uncertain 
time of life. For example, in the 19th century the average age of marriage in the 
USA was 26 years, a source of particular anxiety for women as remaining unmarried 
meant economic and legal instability (Grinspan, 2013). There are critics, however, 
that go further. Some argue that the idea of emerging adulthood implies that at 
some point adulthood is achieved and thus views the adult as a finished product 
(Côté, 2000; Hendry & Kloep, 2002). This ignores the continued development that 
occurs throughout the lifespan. Silva (2013) reflects something similar to this in 
her work on disadvantaged emerging adults: the instability they experience is not 
restricted to emerging adulthood, but an indication of a chronic state of uncertainty 
that continues into their later adult years. In terms of criminal behaviour, whilst 
the age-crime curve shows the sharpest decrease during emerging adulthood, the 
curve does not drop to zero, but continues its downward trajectory throughout the 
adult years, reflecting this idea of change and development continuing throughout 
adulthood.
 Another important point raised by critics is whether emerging adulthood is 
good for society (Hendry & Kloep, 2007b). Arnett (2007) does agree with this 
point, whilst at the same time recognising the benefits of increasing participation 
in post-secondary education. Increasing numbers of young people experiencing 
a prolonged moratorium, an extended period in which to explore and not make 
firm commitments to societal institutions, represents a waste of resources and 
increasing the possibility that they will ‘fail to launch’. This criticism is also pertinent 
to this thesis. If young people are taking longer to grow up the trends of criminal 
behaviour in the early years of adulthood, i.e., the peak we see in the age-crime 
curve, may extend further into the adult years. This trend is actually reflected in 
recent crime statistics from Scotland, showing that the peak age of offending has 
shifted from late adolescence to emerging adulthood, specifically age 22 (Matthews, 
2014). In the Netherlands, whilst juvenile crime is falling, the crime drop among 
young adults is not as obvious (van der Laan & Goudriaan, 2016). The delaying of 
adulthood, therefore, whether a new phenomenon, the result of personal choice, 




 It is clear that, despite criticisms, what these researchers all agree on is that 
the nature of the early adult years has been and is different for recent generations 
compared to their parents’ or grandparents’ generations. On average emerging 
adults enter traditional or stable adult roles at later ages than their parents’ 
generation, if at all. Many affluent, western emerging adults have the opportunity 
to explore and experiment, to focus on themselves, freedoms not available 
in adolescence and freedoms usually curtailed by entering stable adult roles. 
Disadvantaged emerging adults are more likely to experience this time as one 
of instability and of an uncertain future. It is important to take these factors into 
account when examining theories of crime, and when evaluating previous empirical 
work on desistance from delinquent behaviour, as this thesis aims to do. Macro level 
changes in society create differences between generations, like those outlined, 
that should not be ignored: The historical context in which people develop needs to 
be taken into account when considering theories of crime (Sampson, 2016). Young 
people are coming of age today in a time of high youth unemployment following 
the financial crash of 2008, during the age of the internet and the ‘new’ cybercrimes 
that have arisen as a result, but equally at a time when crime is at historically low 
levels (CBS, 2016). Whilst in this thesis I do not address differences between birth 
cohorts, I do consider the peculiarities of young people’s lives today and how they 
might affect or be relevant to their delinquent behaviour as they become adult.
1.2.2. Life-course criminological theories
Traditionally criminologists have busied themselves with explaining why some 
individuals offend and others do not (Farrington, 2003). However, over recent 
decades, with the growth of life-course criminology, examining individual patterns 
in onset, continuation, and desistance from crime has become increasingly 
prominent. This growth has been enabled by an increasing number of longitudinal, 
often prospective, datasets collected and used to test the life-course criminological 
theories (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2010; Liberman, 2008). Theories that explain 
individuals’ criminal behaviour can be classified into three types: static, dynamic, 
and typological (Raymond Paternoster, Dean, Piquero, Mazerolle, & Brame, 1997). 
Static theories, such as Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory of crime (1990), 
argue that individual differences in criminal or antisocial tendencies are due to a 
stable underlying criminal propensity, in their case, low self-control. In contrast, 
dynamic theories argue that criminal behaviour is state dependent, i.e., criminal 
or antisocial behaviour is affected by the context in which the individual finds 
themselves. Dynamic theories thus allow for the effect of social circumstances to 
result in behavioural continuity, as well as to instigate behavioural change. Lastly, 
typological theories combine static and dynamic theories, arguing that different 
types of offenders are the result of different causal processes, some static some 
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more dynamic. The main aim of this thesis is to address changes in, and particularly 
desistance from, delinquent behaviour due to changing life circumstances during 
emerging adulthood. As such it focuses on dynamic theories and the dynamic 
aspects of typological theories. 
 One of the most prominent dynamic theories of crime is that of Sampson and 
Laub. Sampson and Laub outline their age-graded theory of informal social control 
in their two landmark books, Crime in the Making (1993) and Shared Beginnings, 
Divergent Lives (2003), as well as in a number of empirical papers, in which they 
re-examine and update data from Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck’s study Unravelling 
Juvenile Delinquency (1950). This theory posits that changes in local life circumstances 
instigate changes in criminal behaviour. Specifically, getting married, entering the 
military, finding a job, or becoming a parent can act as a turning point, providing 
the informal social control needed to help offenders desist from criminal behaviour. 
When they commit to these adult social roles, offenders have more to lose from 
offending, and the possibility of getting caught, than they do to gain, hence they 
desist. The desistance effect of adult social roles is argued to be indiscriminate, 
i.e., their effect is the same for everyone. However, Laub and Sampson (2001) do 
recognise that some people are less likely to be ‘exposed’ to adult social roles. The 
cumulative effect of disadvantage is such that continued involvement in criminal 
activities increasingly cuts offenders off from conventional society and decreases 
the likelihood that adult social roles will be available. Nevertheless, despite this 
qualification, the gradual decline in criminal behaviour seen in the age-crime curve 
is, they would argue, testament to the increasing number of individuals entering 
adult social roles as they age.
 The question is whether, with the delay in entering adult social roles evident 
among more recent generations of young people, we see a shift in this decline in 
criminal behaviour to later adult years. Evidence appears to suggest this is happening 
(Matthews, 2014; van der Laan & Goudriaan, 2016). More pertinent to this thesis, 
with the decrease in importance placed on ‘traditional’ adult social roles among 
emerging adults, do these roles still exert informal social control on individuals and 
as such lead to desistance? Sampson and Laub point to the desistance effect of stable 
and committed bonds to society. In an increasingly dynamic and unstable labour 
market, in a society where marriage is becoming less common and divorce more so, 
do adult roles represent the stability and commitment, particularly during emerging 
adulthood, that this theory deems necessary for behaviour change? Or is this stability 
and commitment to society now fulfilled by other, ‘alternative’ adult roles?
 Stability and commitment to adult roles, and the social control that follows, is 
according to the theory of cognitive transformation only the second part of the 
process underlying behaviour change (Giordano, Cernkovich, & Rudolph, 2002). 
In this dynamic life-course theory, it is argued that prior to entering adult roles 
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offenders need to make a cognitive shift, before being able to make the most of 
transitioning into adult roles. In this theory, stability and commitment are therefore 
an indication that a prior cognitive shift has taken place. The mechanism behind 
the change is as much the cognitive shift as the informal social control. The authors 
of the theory highlight the importance of individual agency in transitioning into 
adult roles,1 particularly for more recent generations for whom entering adult 
roles is less likely to just ‘fall into place’ (Giordano, Cernkovich, & Rudolph, 2002, 
p.993). This theory might be particularly relevant to emerging adults for whom a 
stable relationship and job is not always a goal, or if it is a goal, cannot be taken for 
granted. 
 Given the heterogeneity of trajectories during emerging adulthood, where 
demographically anything goes and nothing is expected, transitioning into adult 
roles that can aid or support desistance is not self-evident. As Mintz (2015, p.79) 
points out “it is much harder to be an adult who determines her or his own path 
than to follow a culturally prescribed life course”. Consequently, making a cognitive 
shift may be more important for emerging adults than previous generations, a 
necessary step on the path to both adulthood and desistance. Furthermore, the 
emphasis emerging adults place on exploration and experimentation implies a 
more conscious decision making process in what roles are taken on. Consciously 
deciding to transition into a new role suggests an important move is being made 
and that jeopardizing this move through delinquent behaviour would be less likely. 
A prior cognitive shift may therefore be more necessary for emerging adults to 
desist, given the danger of drifting through the early adult years and ‘failing to 
launch’.
 In contrast to the above two theories, Moffit’s dual taxonomy (1993), as the 
name suggests, argues that there are two theories of antisocial behaviour, one for 
life-course-persistent offenders and the other for adolescence-limited offenders. 
In this thesis, with its use of general population samples, we focus on the theory of 
adolescence-limited offenders. In contrast to the theory of life-course-persistent 
offending which is static, the adolescence-limited theory is dynamic. Moffitt argues 
that the environmental context peculiar to adolescents encourages the onset of 
offending. Specifically, young people experience a maturity gap during adolescence, 
whereby they feel adult but are not yet afforded the privileges, freedoms, 0r social 
status of adults. This motivates delinquent behaviour, as they mimic the behaviour 
of their life-course-persistent offending peers, who appear to have access to 
these privileges. However, as they enter adulthood, the environment changes and 
conventional adult social roles, and the accordant adult status, become available. 
1 Laub and Sampson (2003) do not discount the importance of agency (p.146), although it plays a 
less prominent role in their theory.
Introduction
16
Adolescence-limited offenders therefore exit the maturity gap and their motivation 
for delinquency wanes. Barring becoming ensnared in patterns of delinquent 
behaviour (McGee et al., 2015; Moffitt, 1993), desistance is therefore normative in 
adulthood for the adolescence-limited offender. 
 Similarly to the discussion above regarding the age-graded theory of informal 
social control, changes in the nature of the early adult years may have consequences 
for whether adolescence-limited offenders really do desist as they enter adulthood. 
If young people feel in-between adolescence and adulthood, if a fully adult social 
status is not yet accorded them, if the peer group continues to play a prominent 
role in their lives, does their motivation for delinquency still wane or does it remain 
present during the emerging adult years? It is also possible that that the changes 
that clearly do take place upon entering emerging adulthood, such as leaving 
compulsory education, developing a more equal relationship with parents, and 
having access to adult privileges, are enough to continue provide the impetus for 
desistance for adolescence-limited offenders. Evidence of a shift in the peak of the 
age-crime curve towards later ages suggests this is not the case. It is, however, an 
empirical question and one which this thesis hopes to begin to address. 
 The life-course theories discussed here are those which feature most prominently 
in the hypotheses tested in this thesis. There are of course others. For example, 
Osgood’s interpretation of the routine activities theory (Osgood, Wilson, O’Malley, 
Bachman, & Johnston, 1996) and Warr’s interpretation of Sutherland’s theory 
differential association (Warr, 1998a), both of which point to the importance of 
changes in the peer group, and activities therein, being the driving force behind 
desistance upon transitioning into adulthood. These two theories place more 
importance on situational factors explaining behaviour change. Whilst they, 
therefore, provide plenty of scope for future research on the changing role of peers 
during emerging adulthood, this thesis focusses on processes of change related to 
the meaning of adulthood. 
 Within life-course criminology there are also theories of desistance which focus 
more the subjective processes involved in behaviour change. Maruna’s (2001) 
narrative approach emphasises the importance of agency and the development of 
redemption scripts amongst desisters. Paternoster and Bushway’s (2009) identity 
theory of desistance argues that individuals have several identities or selves. Once 
the costs of the offender identity begin to outweigh the benefits, as life failures add 
up, motivation to change the self as offender grows and desistance occurs. These 
theories were, however, developed with the serious or chronic offender in mind. They 
therefore are less relevant to a thesis which sets out to examine the more ‘normative’ 
desistance process, which occurs as young people mature into adulthood.   
17
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1.3 Prior studies and limitations
Within the field of life-course criminology an increasing number of studies using 
longitudinal, and often prospective, data have been carried out, which look at the 
desistance process during adulthood, often focussing on the effect of various adult 
roles on offending (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2010; Liberman, 2008). For both 
genders, the effect of marriage has been examined (Bersani, Laub, & Nieuwbeerta, 
2009; Craig, 2014), the effect of employment has been examined (Uggen & Wakefield, 
2008; van der Geest, Bijleveld, & Blokland, 2011), and the effect of parenthood 
has been examined (Giordano, Seffrin, Manning, & Longmore, 2011; Zoutewelle-
Terovan & Skardhamar, 2016). These adult roles have variously been found to have 
a desistance effect in adulthood, often using samples of convicted adults or using 
convictions as a measure of offending. In this thesis, emerging adults specifically are 
the population of interest, as this is the period when the majority of young people 
desist from offending. As discussed, transitioning into ‘traditional’ or stable adult 
roles is less common amongst recent generations: Marriage and parenthood are being 
increasingly delayed, and stable employment is increasingly uncommon. Focussing on 
the changes in the lives of today’s emerging adults as they exit adolescence and enter 
emerging adulthood is therefore important when testing the continued relevance of 
life-course theories of desistance. Furthermore, in examining the ‘normative’ process 
of desistance in emerging adulthood, we need to widen our field of vision to include 
delinquency carried out by ‘regular’ young people, rather than concentrating on 
convicted samples. Self-report data removes some of the potential bias of judicial 
data (Thornberry & Krohn, 2000) and captures a broader range of offending and 
offenders. Much research on adolescent delinquency uses school-based samples 
and self-reports of antisocial behaviour to examine the well-documented onset of 
delinquency during this period. Matching this body of research to examine the other 
side of delinquent careers, desistance, by using general population samples and self-
reports of offending, will add considerably to the literature on desistance processes.
 There are some studies which have looked at progression into adult roles more 
relevant to the emerging adult period. In an early study, Horney, Osgood and 
Marshall (1995) looked at cohabitation as well as marriage, finding that the former 
did not have a desistance effect. However, Capaldi, Kim and Owen (2008) looking 
at all relationships, not just marriage, found that being in a stable relationship 
did aid desistance. Siennick and colleagues (2014), however, only found a desistance 
effect of cohabitation for couples intending to marry. The evidence seems to 
suggest, therefore, that cohabiting relationships that do not involve marriage 
may lead to desistance, but only if they represent stability. As to whether non-




 The role of employment in emerging adulthood has also been examined. Lustig 
and Liem (2010) using a general population sample and self-reported delinquency 
found employment to have no effect on offending. They hypothesized that the 
jobs young people take on are not meaningful enough to have a desistance effect. 
Uggen (2000), using a self-report measure of offending, found that employment 
only had a desistance effect from the age of 27 onwards, and therefore not in 
emerging adulthood. It seems, therefore, that employment alone does not seem to 
have a desistance effect during emerging adulthood. 
 It is possible that by examining adult roles in isolation the cumulative effect 
of becoming an adult across several domains, as often happens during the 
demographically dense emerging adult period (Rindfuss, 1991), is missed. A 
number of studies have addressed this concern. Doherty and Cwick (2016) find 
that life events, including graduating from high school and having a steady job, 
have a cumulative effect on desistance. Abeling-Judge (2016) similarly finds a 
cumulative effect of marriage and employment using a general population sample 
and a self-report measure of delinquency. Massoglia and Uggen (2011) also looked 
at more ‘traditional’ roles of marriage and parenthood, but in combination with 
self-sufficiency and completing school, finding that desistance was related to a 
‘package’ of markers of adulthood. Kuhl and colleagues (2015) looked at a number 
of different roles, including cohabiting, employment and educational attainment, 
finding transitions into adult roles were related to desistance. Martin and colleagues 
(2014) find similar results: earlier exits into adult roles were related to earlier 
desistance. Two studies, using general population samples of emerging adults 
and self-reported delinquency, looked at how adult roles combine (Osgood, Ruth, 
Eccles, Jacobs, & Barber, 2005; Palmen, Hilverda, Blokland, & Meeus, 2014). Both 
find that those who were likely to have completed the fewest transitions into adult 
roles, i.e., were still at school, still living with parents, not in serious relationships 
or employment, were also more likely to report delinquent behaviour. It appears, 
therefore, that examining adult roles in combination may be a better approach to 
capturing the effect of becoming an adult, of moving out of adolescence and away 
from delinquency during emerging adulthood. 
 Besides transitioning into adult roles, a few studies have included alternative 
markers of adulthood, possibly more relevant to today’s emerging adults. Siennick 
(2011) looked at financial dependence on parents, finding it to be related to self-
reported delinquent behaviour. One of the studies mentioned above looked 
at moving out of the parental home (Osgood et al., 2005) and another at self-
sufficiency (Massoglia & Uggen, 2011). Kuhl and colleagues, (2015) included in 
their study residential mobility, particularly pertinent given the frequency with 
which emerging adults change residential status (Mitchell, 2006). Johnson and 
colleagues (2011), interested in the changing role that parents have during 
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emerging adulthood, found that parental support and monitoring continued 
to have a desistance effect. These studies point to the fruitfulness of examining 
whether alternative markers of adulthood have a desistance effect during emerging 
adulthood, as previously traditional adult roles have been found to have for older 
generations. 
 Based on this brief review of the literature, there is clearly scope for much more 
research in this area. Features of the social context during emerging adulthood, such 
as instability in employment, residential mobility, non-cohabiting relationships, 
as well as more subjective features, such as feeling in-between adolescence and 
adulthood, are all areas that may play an important role in desistance or persistence 
during this period. In order to examine these and increase our understanding of 
desistance processes during emerging adulthood, research needs to be carried 
out on recent generations of young people. Each birth cohort comes of age under 
different societal conditions and norms. We should not therefore blindly assume 
that theories developed on cohorts born in the years following World War II also 
apply to more recent cohorts. We can then update theories to encompass, for 
example, different manifestations of informal social control. 
1.3.1 This thesis
In this thesis, I attempt to fill gaps in the literature regarding delinquency and 
desistance during emerging adulthood. Firstly, by using contemporary samples I 
am able to examine the relevance of various life-course criminological theories of 
desistance to emerging adults, who have grown up and reached adulthood during 
the 21st century. Secondly, by using self-report data and general population samples 
I am able to examine processes of ‘normative’ desistance. In this I attempt to provide 
a counterbalance to the adolescent delinquency literature with its focus school-
based samples, use of self-report data, and the ‘normative’ onset of offending that 
occurs in this age group. 
1.4 Data
The data used in this thesis come from two contemporary, general population 
samples and use self-reported delinquency as a measure of offending behaviour, in 
order to overcome limitations in the literature described above. Five of the following 
empirical chapters make use of data from the Transitions in Amsterdam project 
(TransAM) carried out by the Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and 
Law Enforcement (NSCR). Chapter 5 uses data from the Conflict and Management 
of Relationships project (CONAMORE), carried out by researchers at Utrecht 
University, the Netherlands (Meeus, Akse, Branje, Ter Bogt, Crommelin, & Delsing, 
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2006). The CONAMORE project has been running since 2001 and, so far, six waves 
of data collection have taken place. It thus provided the opportunity to examine 
outcomes for a contemporary cohort of older emerging adults and furthermore 
a cohort that has been followed since late adolescence. In this section of the 
disseration, however, detailed information on the TransAM project and sample will 
be provided. As data from the CONAMORE project is only used in one chapter, and 
furthermore, has been used in many prior publications (Meeus, 2010; Meeus et al., 
2006), details of this project are restricted to a more brief outline in Chapter 5.
1.4.1 The TransAM project
The TransAM project was set up in order to follow a representative sample of Dutch 
emerging adults residing in Amsterdam, the capital city of the Netherlands, over 
several years. To date this study has collected data from participants between 
2010 and 2014. The main aim of the project was to advance knowledge about how 
factors pertinent to the transition to adulthood affect criminal behaviour, and vice 
versa, by collecting longitudinal data on the lives of contemporary emerging adults. 
Prospective data collection, using closely spaced measurement points, provides a 
reliable source of data for mapping the rapid changes that occur in young people’s 
lives during the early adult years. Ethical approval for carrying out the study 
was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Law at VU University, 
Amsterdam (CERCO). 
 Procedure. Initially 3,408 potential participants aged 18, 19.5, and 21 years, were 
randomly selected from the municipal registry. Emerging adults with at least one 
police contact prior to their 17th birthday were oversampled, as were those with 
Dutch-Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean ethnicities. They were first contacted by 
mail, before receiving a follow-up visit in person by a trained interviewer, where 
possible of a similar age and the same gender as the potential participant. Of the 
3,408 initially contacted, 970 agreed to take part. For the first wave of interviews, 
participants were interviewed face to face either in their homes, at the VU University 
campus, or, under exceptional circumstances, in a public space such as a library or 
café. After a period of six months had elapsed participants were re-contacted via 
telephone or e-mail. A second shorter interview was carried out, the first section 
of which via telephone the second via an online questionnaire. Again, following 
another period of six months the third interview was carried out via telephone and 
an online questionnaire. The fourth interview was carried out following another six-
month period. This interview was, as the first, longer and carried out face to face. 
For taking part in each interview participants received a €15 or €25 gift voucher to 
thank them for their time.
 Sample. Descriptive demographic details of the sample at each interview 
wave are provided in Table 4.1. As can be seen, the project was successful in 
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recruiting equal numbers of males and females. The project was also successful in 
oversampling Dutch-Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean participants. Based on data 
from the Amsterdam municipal registry these ethnicities make up 24 percent and 
9 percent of the cohort, whereas in the TransAM sample they represent 43 and 
19 percent respectively at wave one. These ethnicities were oversampled, firstly, 
because they are over represented in the crime statistics in the Netherlands 
(Blokland, Grimbergen, Bernasco, & Nieuwbeerta, 2010). This is true, however, for 
all ethnic minorities in the Netherlands. What is so interesting about the Dutch-
Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean groups is that it appears they follow different 
criminal career trajectories to the native Dutch (Jennissen, 2009). Based on cross-
sectional data, Dutch Moroccans evidence a sharper decrease in offending during 
the early adult years than native Dutch. Dutch-Caribbean evidence a prolonged 
criminal career, with their offending levels not dropping until in their late thirties. 
In order to capture enough offending, and thus be able to examine desistance from 
offending in this general population sample, young people with police contacts 
prior to age 17 years were oversampled. In the entire Amsterdam cohort 9 percent 
have a police contact, in the TransAM sample at wave one 18 percent have a police 
contact. We can therefore conclude that the project was successful in oversampling 
adolescent offenders. Participants who were recruited lived in 84 out of 89 possible 
neighbourhoods in Amsterdam and therefore a wide variety of neighbourhoods 
were represented in the dataset.
 The data. As mentioned, four interview waves have been carried out, where the 
first and fourth were more in depth. As well detailing their delinquent behaviour 
throughout the previous six-month period, at each interview participants provided 
details of their romantic relationships, their education status, their employment 
status, and their living situation for each month of the previous six month period or 
since their last interview. At each interview participants also provided up-to-date 
details of: their financial situation, their offspring, their immediate social network, 
their routine activities, their substance use, and their victimization experiences. 
In this way the data is specifically designed to answer questions regarding how 
nuanced changes in local life circumstances relate to changes in delinquent 
behaviour, and vice versa. Furthermore, during the first and fourth interviews, and 
to a lesser extent the second and third interviews, a range of psychometric scales 
were completed. These included measures of self-control, aggression, identity, 
criminal attitudes, life satisfaction, and shame and guilt measures.
 This thesis uses self-reported delinquency as its key outcome measure. 
Participants were given a list of 48 offences and asked to indicate how many of each 
they had committed in the previous six-month period, or since their last interview. 
This list included minor offences, such as vandalism or verbal abuse, traffic 
offences, such as riding a scooter under the influence or without a licence, as well 
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as more serious offences, such as possession of a weapon, arson, and burglary. The 
inclusion of minor and traffic offences was consciously made, in order to capture 
low-level offending that occurs within the general population. The project’s aims, 
to examine offending, and desistance therefrom, within the general population, 
are best answered using a wide definition of delinquency. Offences such as verbally 
abusing someone because of their sexual orientation or buying something that 
you know is stolen property may be minor in terms of consequences within the 
judicial system, but are nevertheless indicative of criminal propensity and norm 
beliefs, and therefore worthy of study. Furthermore, these more minor offences 
are often used in research on adolescent delinquency and antisocial behaviour, and 
therefore tracking changes in these, as well as more serious delinquency during the 
early adult years, provides crucial information on the aetiology of desistance from 
criminal behaviour. 
 This thesis also uses a broader definition of desistance than is often the case. 
Many researchers view desistance as a state of non-offending at which ex-offenders 
arrive (Bushway, Thornberry, & Krohn, 2003). This state of desistance is often seen 
as a dichotomy and measured as such. In this model of desistance, however, exactly 
whether ‘true desistance’ has been achieved can only be determined with absolute 
certainty upon death (Farrington & Wikström, 1993). Another view of desistance is 
as a developmental or dynamic process (Bushway et al., 2003; Kazemian, 2007). This 
model allows scope for examining gradual decreases in offending and it is particularly 
appropriate for looking at within-individual change over time. Furthermore, as this 
thesis does, using self-report data is also more suitable for examining a gradual 
process of ‘behavioural desistance’ rather than ‘official desistance’, which Uggen 
and Kruttschnitt (1998) point out is merely desistance in the eyes of the law, rather 
than the movement from committing crimes to not committing crimes. In this 
thesis, therefore, a decrease in self-reported offending is referred to as desistance, 
as it indicates a change in behaviour. Whether this pattern of behaviour change is 
intermittent or indicative of permanent change is of course open to discussion, a 
discussion that will be returned to at a later point.
1.5 Research questions and structure of the thesis
My aim in this thesis is to use longitudinal, prospective data on Dutch emerging 
adults to describe the nature and development of delinquent behaviour during the 
early adult years. A number of research questions are relevant. What does emerging 
adulthood look like in the Netherlands and which factors predict delinquency 
during this period? Does transitioning into adult roles relevant to emerging adults 
lead to desistance from delinquency during emerging adulthood, and if so what 
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are the mechanisms behind the desistance effect? Does reaching key markers of 
adulthood, as valued by emerging adults, lead to desistance from delinquency? Are 
the potentially negative features of emerging adulthood, such as instability, related 
to delinquency? Answers to these questions will be framed within the emerging 
adulthood and life-course criminological theories and literature in the following 
chapters. 
 Chapter 2 begins by providing a picture of emerging adulthood in the 
Netherlands. Arnett developed the theory of emerging adulthood in the USA, and 
much empirical work has been carried out on North American emerging adults (e.g., 
Benson & Furstenberg, 2007; Galambos, Turner, & Tilton-Weaver, 2005). In recent 
years the field has expanded greatly, with an increasing number of researchers 
studying European emerging adults, including in the Netherlands (e.g., Crocetti, 
Klimstra, Keijsers, Hale, & Meeus, 2009; Luyckx, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Goossens, 
& Berzonsky, 2007). Nevertheless, the applicability of the five key features of 
emerging adulthood has not yet been examined using a Dutch sample, something 
this chapter rectifies. 
 Having established that emerging adulthood is a relevant construct in the Dutch 
context, Chapter 3 focusses on risk factors for delinquent behaviour during this 
period. Risk factors for adolescent delinquency generally include delinquent peers 
(Asscher et al., 2013; Haynie and Osgood 2005; Weerman, Bernasco, Bruinsma, 
and Pauwels 2013), neighbourhood disadvantage (Elliott et al. 1996; Herrenkohl, 
Lee, and Hawkins 2012; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2003), aspects of parenting 
behaviour (Hoeve et al. 2009; Janssen et al., 2014), need for autonomy (Brezina 
2008; Chen 2010; Galambos, Barker, and Tilton-Weaver 2003), and substance use 
(Assink et al. 2015). This chapter examines whether these factors are still relevant 
in emerging adulthood, given changes in the nature of these early adult years. This 
chapter looks at differences between individuals, with the longitudinal nature of 
the data used to predict delinquency measured during the fourth interview wave 
using risk factors measured during the first interview wave. 
 Chapters 4 and 5 both examine adult roles and their possible effect on desistance 
from delinquency. Using a quasi-experimental approach, Chapter 4 focusses on the 
desistance effect of spending time in adult roles relevant to today’s emerging adults. 
Taking inspiration from Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-limited offending and the 
maturity gap, it examines the possible moderating effect feelings of adulthood play 
in this relationship. Chapter 5 uses data from the CONAMORE project to examine the 
interplay of transitions into adult roles, personality development, and delinquency. 
It draws on the life-course criminological theories discussed in this introduction, 
testing their relevance for this general population sample of emerging adults.
 Chapter 6 takes a person-centred approach to examine instability in role 
status during emerging adulthood and its relationship with delinquency. One of 
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the features of emerging adulthood that continues to cause consternation in the 
popular media is the notion of ‘boomerang kids’ (e.g., Chevreau, 2011; Marsh, 2016; 
Pennington, 2015; Sussman, 2015; Talty, 2015). In this chapter, we examine whether 
boomeranging back into dependent ‘adolescent-like’ roles from more independent 
‘adult-like’ roles is a common phenomenon, whether it clusters across life domains, 
such as education and living situation, and whether it is related to delinquent 
behaviour. 
 Chapter 7 examines an alternative marker of adulthood, financial independence, 
and whether it has a desistance effect. In doing so, the relevance of life-course 
criminological theories regarding desistance and ‘traditional’ adult roles is tested 
and potentially updated. This chapter, as well as Chapters 4 and 5 look at within-
individual changes over time and are therefore particularly able to test the causal 
nature of the theories, as differences between individuals, which may affect their 
propensity to move into adult roles or to become financially independent, as well as 
their propensity to offend, are controlled for.
 Finally, Chapter 8 summarises and discusses the main findings of the thesis. An 
evaluation is provided of whether the research questions that were set out to be 
answered have indeed been addressed. Returning to focus on the theories outlined 
in this introduction, this chapter reflects on implications for these theories in 
the light of the findings, considers the practical implications of the findings, and 
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2.1 Abstract
Emerging adulthood is recognized as a recent and developmentally distinct phase 
in the life-course, characterized as a period of identity exploration, of instability, 
being self-focused, feeling in-between, and an age of possibilities. To measure the 
subjective experience of emerging adulthood Reifman, Arnett, and Colwell (2007) 
developed the Inventory of Dimensions of Emerging Adulthood (IDEA). While a 
series of studies demonstrated the applicability of the five dimensions of emerging 
adulthood and effectiveness of IDEA for measuring these in US samples, results 
from non-US samples revealed important cultural differences in how emerging 
adulthood is experienced. The current study tests the extent to which emerging 
adulthood is experienced by Dutch young people, and the relevance and validity 
of the IDEA for a general urban population sample from The Netherlands. We 
examined differences between socioeconomic and ethnic groups within this 
population. The results revealed that certain aspects of the Dutch emerging 
adulthood experience are different from the US. In addition, there are small but 
significant differences between Dutch socioeconomic and ethnic groups in how 
this period of life is experienced. Economic and cultural explanations for these 
differences are discussed.
Keywords
emerging adulthood; inventory of the dimensions of emerging adulthood 




Emerging adulthood, the period of life between adolescence and young adulthood, 
has become the focus of much study over the past years (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Buhl 
& Lanz, 2007; Xue, Zimmerman, & Cunningham, 2009). In industrialized countries, 
the traditional markers of adulthood, such as marriage and parenthood, are being 
increasingly delayed. This has led to a period of life, roughly between ages 18 and 
29 years, which is subjectively distinct from adolescence, due to greater freedom 
from parents and legal restrictions, as well as from the later adult years, when 
structural transitions into traditional adult roles have been undertaken. Arnett 
(2004) identifies several dimensions characterizing emerging adulthood. It is an age 
of identity exploration, instability, self-focus, feeling in-between and possibilities. 
In order to determine the extent to which individuals or groups identify with these 
five dimensions of emerging adulthood, Reifman and colleagues working in the US 
(2007), developed an instrument to measure these, the Inventory of the Dimensions 
of Emerging Adulthood (IDEA). The current study aims to test whether and how 
emerging adulthood is experienced by Dutch young people. To achieve this we 
examine the relevance and validity of the IDEA for a general urban population 
sample from The Netherlands, examining differences between socioeconomic and 
ethnic groups within this population. 
2.2.1 Emerging adulthood
Arnett (2000) proposed the term emerging adulthood to describe the period of 
life that has resulted from changing demographics in the industrialized world, 
namely the growth of post-secondary education and the delaying of marriage and 
parenthood. Through his research, he has discovered that this period is not merely 
defined by the (lack of) structural changes, but that it is also a subjectively distinct 
time of life, characterized by freedom and opportunities to explore one’s identity. 
Arnett (2004) outlines five distinguishing features of emerging adulthood. These 
dimensions will be briefly described, before their relevance to diverse cultural and 
economic groups, with reference to The Netherlands, is considered.
 An age of identity exploration. During emerging adulthood young people explore 
and experiment with possibilities in education, work, and love. Demographic, 
cultural and economic changes allow today’s young people to delay ‘settling down’ 
until their late twenties. This lack of pressure to make ‘permanent’ decisions gives 
emerging adults the freedom to find out ‘who they are’ (Arnett 2007b). 
 An age of instability. Through these explorations in education, work, and love 
emerging adulthood inevitably becomes characterized by instability. Whilst 
these changes make for an exciting time they can be experienced as negative. 
Some emerging adults struggle to cope with their unstable circumstances, the 
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unpredictability of life and the choices to be made (Atwood & Scholtz, 2008; 
Robbins & Wilner, 2001).
 A self-focused age. A lack of family obligations during this period means emerging 
adults are generally responsible solely for themselves. They have the freedom 
to make independent decisions. Rather than self-focus indicating selfishness, as 
Twenge has suggested (2006), Arnett proposes this is an important step in learning 
to be self-sufficient. 
 An age of feeling in-between. When asked whether they feel adult the majority 
of 18-25 year olds reply ‘in some ways yes, in other ways no’ (Arnett, 2001; Facio 
& Micocci, 2003). The criteria most often given as indicating adulthood amongst 
American emerging adults are: accepting responsibility for yourself, making 
independent decisions, and becoming financially independent (Arnett 2001). These 
milestones are reached gradually over time, and so whilst young people are likely 
to feel they are making progress towards them, they have not yet achieved them 
entirely, hence they feel in-between.
 An age of possibilities. As commitments in terms of marriage, parenthood, and 
career are not yet fixed this period of life is characterized by feelings of possibility. 
All options are still available, and many emerging adults feel optimistic about their 
future lives (Arnett 2007a). 
2.2.2 Universality of emerging adulthood
Structural and cultural boundaries can limit the extent to which young people 
experience emerging adulthood. Economic necessity may keep them from 
continuing their education and/or putting off finding a permanent job, whereas 
cultural norms stressing family commitments may restrict experimentation and 
self-focus. Whilst the concept of emerging adulthood was originally developed in 
the US, many studies since have demonstrated the presence of a similar period 
of life for young people in Europe, e.g. Finland (Fadjukoff et al., 2007), Italy (Lanz 
and Tagliabue 2007), Czech Republic (Macek, Bejcek, and Vanickova 2007), and in 
Argentina (Facio et al. 2007), Mexico (Fierro Arias and Moreno Hernandez 2007), 
and China (Nelson, Badger, and Wu 2004). (For a review see Arnett 2011). However, 
whilst in Western industrialized countries we would expect to see young people 
identifying with emerging adulthood, and thus it is highly likely young people in The 
Netherlands experience a period of emerging adulthood, it does not follow that all 
groups within Western societies experience emerging adulthood in the same way. 
 One group which may experience emerging adulthood differently is those 
with low socioeconomic status (SES). Economic constraints and educational 
shortcomings may accelerate adolescents’ transition into adulthood. Bynner 
(2005) critiques the concept of emerging adulthood on this basis. If, due to lack 
of social, economic or human capital, lower class youths are excluded from many 
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of the options upper and middle class emerging adults explore, this period may 
not feel like a time of possibility or identity exploration. Arnett (2014, 2015) found 
that lower-class emerging adults are less positive about their lives, and experience 
less fun, satisfaction and excitement, that their employment experiences are more 
unstable and they report more depression. However, they also report being more 
optimistic that their lives will be better than those of their parents (Arnett, 2014). 
Reifman and colleagues (2007) found that American working class emerging adults 
experienced their lives as more negative, unstable and less self-focused than upper 
or middle class emerging adults. Whether these differences hold for a Dutch sample 
remains to be seen. The greater level of equality in the Netherlands (World Bank, 
2014) suggests differences would be smaller than in the US. Furthermore, the 
affordability of the Dutch education system contrasts with that of the US (OECD 
2013), one of the factors Arnett (2015) found lower-class American emerging adults 
experienced negatively. On the other hand, the more structured education system 
in The Netherlands compared to the US (van der Velden, Büchner, & Traag, 2014) 
may work to restrict choices for emerging adults and create diverse emerging 
adulthood experiences across levels of SES.
 Ethnic minorities commonly have low SES. Whilst all emerging adults experience 
difficulty finding fulfilling employment (Arnett 2015) immigrants, be they first or 
second generation, generally experience greater economic hardship and more 
restricted pathways to successful education and/or employment, and this is no 
different in The Netherlands (CBS 2013)(CBS, 2013). As a result, we would expect 
the emerging adulthood experience of ethnic minorities to be different from the 
majority ethnic group. However, differences between ethnic minorities and the 
indigenous population are not solely economic. Cultural differences between 
countries, and between ethnic groups within a country, are likely to play a role in 
whether and how emerging adulthood is experienced.
 Several studies on emerging adulthood carried out in non-western countries, 
found differences in how young people experience this period. Nelson and 
colleagues (2004) found Chinese emerging adults placed greater emphasis on 
collectivist goals and showed greater commitment to others, indicating that this 
period is experienced as less self-focused than in the US. Similarly, Argentinian 
emerging adults viewed this period of life as more other-focused and less unstable 
than Americans (Facio et al. 2007). However, a study carried out in Mexico (Fierro 
Arias and Moreno Hernandez 2007) concluded that Mexican emerging adults 
experienced this period similarly to Americans, as one of freedom, independence 
and possibilities. 
 Aside from looking at cultural differences in emerging adulthood between 
countries differences between ethnic groups within the US have been examined. In 
a study asking young people about criteria for adulthood Arnett (2003) found that, 
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whilst across all ethnic groups independence was viewed as important, African-
Americans, Latinos and Asian-Americans, placed more emphasis on collectivistic 
values. This indicates that minorities develop a bicultural identity (Arnett 2011), 
embracing individualism whilst maintaining the collectivist values of their parents’ 
cultures. However, Reifman et al. (2007) found no differences between White and 
Latino Americans in their emerging adulthood experience. Differences in emerging 
adulthood between ethnic groups in Europe have yet to be examined in any detail 
(Syed and Mitchell, 2013). 
 In the Netherlands two significant minority ethnic groups are Moroccans and 
Dutch-Caribbean. There are cultural differences between these groups and the 
majority Dutch group which suggest they may experience emerging adulthood 
differently. Within the Muslim Moroccan culture, marriage is seen as an important 
step and one which parents and the community actively encourages (de Koning 
& Bartels, 2005). We might therefore expect Moroccan emerging adults to 
experience this period as less self-focused and more other-focused, as they feel 
family and community pressure to find a marriage partner. Furthermore, as 
Blokland, Grimbergen, Bernasco and Nieuwbeerta (2010) point out, experiencing 
discrimination as well as having a low SES, can create problems for young people 
during the early adult years. If fewer choices are available in terms of education 
and employment, due to either discrimination or lack of capital, the opportunity to 
explore or experiment with different life styles/pathways is likely to be restricted. 
Hence, we expect Moroccans and the Dutch-Caribbean to place less emphasis on 
experimentation and exploration during this time of life.
 Given colonial history the Dutch-Caribbean are at a smaller cultural distance 
from ethnic Dutch than are Moroccans (Schalk-Soekar, van de Vijver, & Hoogsteder, 
2004) and the Dutch generally consider immigrants from ex-colonies to be socially 
closer (Hagendoorn & Pepels, 2003).  Nonetheless, in Dutch-Caribbean culture the 
transition to parenthood is more valued, with teenage pregnancies, unmarried 
cohabitation and extended households of female family members being common 
(Bos, 2008). In addition, possibly as a result of this, the Dutch-Caribbean are 
generally found to attach stronger values to family support and solidarity than do 
ethnic Dutch, who put stronger emphasis on the autonomy of the individual (de 
Valk, 2006). We might therefore expect the Dutch-Caribbean to be more other-
focused than Dutch emerging adults. 
2.2.3 The inventory of dimensions of emerging adulthood (IDEA)
In the literature, the period of emerging adulthood is often referred to demo-
graphically, as being between the ages of 18 and 29 years. However, as outlined, 
emerging adulthood is by no means universally experienced and even when 
young people do identify as ‘adults in some ways and not others’, their subjective 
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experience of this time in their life can vary according to country, culture, or 
economic resources. In order to capture differences between how individuals or 
groups view their lives as emerging adults Reifman et al. (2007) developed the 
IDEA. This measure consists of 31 items related to the five dimensions of emerging 
adulthood, along with an additional dimension, other-focus. This dimension is 
included as a complement to self-focus, reflecting that these are distinct constructs 
rather than opposite ends of a single spectrum (Syed and Mitchell, 2013). A high 
score on the measure indicates that an individual identifies with being an emerging 
adult. Differences between groups and individuals can be tested by comparing 
scores on the subscales. 
 Reifman et al. (2007) developed IDEA in a series of four studies. They carried out 
factor analysis which supported the five original dimensions, plus the additional 
other-focus dimension. The found some of the subscales correlated highly. They 
compared scores on the entire scale and the subscales for ages 11 to 70 plus years, 
finding that those in the age range 18-23 years identified most with the five original 
dimensions, but that scores on the other-focus subscale increased with age. Their 
analyses demonstrate the applicability of the dimensions of emerging adulthood 
and effectiveness of IDEA for measuring these with a US sample.
 Since its development several studies have translated the IDEA and tested its 
applicability to different populations. The number of identified subscales ranges 
from three to four depending on the sample and national context. Atak and Çok 
(2008) translated the scale into Turkish. The results of a principal components 
analysis revealed three subscales with high reliability: negativity/instability, 
exploration/feeling in-between and experimentation/self-focus, retaining 20 items 
from the original 31. A study examining the validity of IDEA on a Chilean sample 
(Pérez, Cumsille, and Martinez 2008) retained four subscales through use of 
principal component analysis. These were identity exploration/feeling in-between, 
negativity/instability, experimentation/possibilities and self/other-focused. In the 
Chilean sample being self- and other-focused was not mutually exclusive. Finally, 
a study by Lisha et al. (2012) tested the validity of IDEA on a sample of ‘at-risk’, 
Latino, older adolescents. The subscales other-focus and negativity/instability were 
removed from the measure before testing. The results of a principal components 
analysis resulted in three subscales: identity exploration, experimentation/
possibilities, and independence. Whilst all three studies found that the original 
IDEA with 31 items and six subscales was not entirely applicable to the populations 
they studied, it had utility for measuring emerging adulthood, and the revised 
scales highlight differences between populations. 
 Reifman et al. (2007) when developing IDEA examined existing constructs from the 
literature relevant to the dimensions of emerging adulthood, to determine whether 
these correlated with the measure. Significant correlations were found, including 
Experiencing emerging adulthood in The Netherlands
34
negative correlations between life satisfaction and self-mastery with negativity/
instability, positive correlations between identity exploration and number of 
perceived future selves, and a positive correlation between future orientation and 
experimentation/possibilities. Similarly, Perez et al. (2008) examined correlations 
between IDEA and constructs including self-esteem and drug use, and Lisha et al. 
(2012) regressed a variety of measures onto their revised (sub)scales, including 
substance use and decision making confidence. Both these studies supported the 
validity of IDEA for measuring aspects of emerging adulthood. 
2.2.4 A Dutch version of the IDEA
The goal of the present study was to determine the extent to which Dutch young 
people experience emerging adulthood and what this time of life feels like in The 
Netherlands, through testing the validity of IDEA on a Dutch population, as well as 
on different socioeconomic and ethnic minority groups within that population. We 
specifically aimed to examine whether the five dimensions of adulthood, as well as 
the extra other-focused dimension, are experienced (differently) in this population, 
though carrying out exploratory factor analysis on the 31 items from Reifman et 
al.’s measure. Differences between socioeconomic groups were then examined on 
the basis of these results. We expected those with lower SES to experience this time 
as more negative, unstable and less a time of experimentation. In order to examine 
ethnic differences firstly we carried out separate exploratory factor analyses on IDEA 
scores from each ethnic group, Dutch, Moroccan and Dutch Dutch-Caribbean, and 
secondly, we compared scores across ethnic groups on (sub)scales extracted from 
the factor analysis carried out on the whole sample. Through the factor analysis 
we could examine which dimensions of emerging adulthood were relevant and 
distinct for the ethnic groups. Through comparing scores on the scales, we could 
examine the extent to which different dimensions were experienced. We expected 
Moroccans to experience this period as more other-focused, less self-focused, 
and less a time of experimentation than the Dutch, and the Dutch-Caribbean to 
experience this period as less one of self-focus and more one of other-focus.
 The construct validity of the Dutch IDEA was tested by examining correlations 
with psychometric and behavioral measures related to emerging adulthood. 
Based on the findings of previous studies (Reifman et al 2007; Perez et al 2008) 
we examined measures of self-efficacy, life satisfaction, depression, sensation 
seeking, internal locus of control (self-mastery), and substance use. We anticipated 
that self-efficacy and life satisfaction would negatively correlate with negativity/
instability; depression was expected to correlate positively with this. Substance use 
and sensation seeking were expected to correlate positively with experimentation/





This study used data from the first wave of the Transitions in Amsterdam (TransAM) 
study, a self-report study among a multi-ethnic sample of Dutch emerging adults, 
conducted by the Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement 
(NSCR) (Blokland 2014).
2.3.1 Participants 
Men and women aged 18, 19.5 and 21 years, of Dutch, Moroccan and Dutch-
Caribbean origin, defined by parental birth country, and residing in Amsterdam in 
October 2010 were randomly selected from the municipal registry. Sampling was 
stratified to contain about equal proportions of males and females and to over-
represent ethnic minorities and individuals with registered police contacts prior 
to age 17.2 Potential respondents were first contacted by mail followed by home 
visits. Of the 3,408 reached, 970 (28%) agreed to participate and completed the 
first interview. Data collected included information on relationships, romantic, 
peer and parental, education and employment statuses, delinquent behavior, and a 
range of psychometric measures. For the present study data from 958 participants 
who responded to all items on IDEA was used. Table 1 presents demographic details 
of the sample. A small number of participants (n=8) indicated ethnic backgrounds 
other than Dutch, Moroccan or Dutch-Caribbean. These were categorized as ‘other’ 
and not included when comparing ethnic group differences. Participants’ SES, 
categorized as low, medium or high, was determined by parental education level. 
Several participants did not provide this information (n=48). These were coded 
as missing. SES was significantly lower among the Dutch-Caribbean compared 
to Dutch and lowest among Moroccans in the sample. In the analyses carried out 
on the whole sample weighting was applied concerning police contact prior to 
age 17 to make the sample more representative of the Amsterdam population of 
emerging adults3.
2  The overarching objective of this study is to examine (desistance from) criminal behavior in 
young adults, specifically focusing on people of Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean descent as these 
are the ethnic groups most over represented in the crime figures in The Netherlands: Hence the 
oversampling of young people with police contact, and those with Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean 
ethnicities.
3  It is possible that young people who have police contact during their adolescence experience 
emerging adulthood differently to those who do not. We intend by weighting the data to ensure 
that our results are not biased by having an overly criminal sample.
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Table 1. Demographic details of sample.
Age M = 20 SD = 1.44
Female 527 (54%)
Police contact before 17yrs 18.1% sample 8.9% cohort in Amsterdam 
Ethnicity Dutch = 397 (42%) Moroccan = 363 (38%) Antillean = 190 (20%)
SES M = 1.19 SD = 0.86
SES (n) Low=277 Medium=206 High=450
SES by ethnicity M(SD) Dutch = 1.62 (0.67) Moroccan = 0.67 (0.82) Antillean = 1.21 (0.8)
2.3.2 Measures
For all measures, Dutch translations were used. Those for which no translation was 
already available were translated following the guidelines proposed by Peña (2007). 
 Inventory of dimensions of emerging adulthood. All 31 items from the original 
IDEA (Reifman et al. 2007) were used in this study. Participants were asked to think 
about this time in their life, referring to the present time, plus the last few years and 
the coming few years. They indicated on a scale of one (strongly disagree) to four 
(strongly agree) the extent to which this period of their life was a time of e.g. many 
worries, exploration, personal freedom. A list of all 31 items can be seen in Table 2.
 Self-efficacy. The ‘General Self-Efficacy’ scale was used (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 
1995). The scale consists of ten items measured on a four-point scale from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree. An example is: I am confident that I could deal efficiently 
with unexpected events.
 Life satisfaction. The ‘Satisfaction with Life’ scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 
Griffin, 1985) consisting of five items was used. Items were measured on a seven-
point scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree. An example is: In most ways 
my life is close to my ideal.
 Depression. The depression subscale of the ‘Depression, Anxiety and Stress’ 
scale was used (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). This subscale comprises seven items 
measured using a four-point scale from never to always. An example is: I felt that I 
had nothing to look forward to.
 Sensation seeking. The ‘Brief Sensation Seeking’ scale comprising eight items 
was used (Hoyle, Stephenson, Palmgreen, Lorch, & Donohew, 2002). Items were 
measured on a scale from one (strongly disagree) to four (strongly agree). An 
example is: I like to do frightening things.
 Locus of control. The internal subscale of the Multidimensional Locus of Control 
scale (Levenson, 1973) was used. This subscale comprises eight items measured 
on a six-point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. An example is: I can 
pretty much determine what happens in my life.
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 Substance use. A sum variable was made which indicated frequency of alcohol 
use and variety of drug use. Participants were asked how often in the last six months 
they had drunk more than five glasses of alcohol. If they replied once or more than 
once a week they scored one. For every different drug participants reported having 
used in the last six months, up to a total of five, they scored one point. Scores 
ranged from zero to six on the substance use variable.
2.3.3 Statistical analyses
Exploratory factor analysis was carried out on the entire IDEA by means of principal 
axis factoring.4 Parallel analysis was carried out in order to determine the number 
of factors to retain5. This method adjusts for the effect of sampling error which 
can cause factors to have an eigenvalue greater than 1 (Hayton, Allen, & Scarpello, 
2004). The factor structure was rotated using an oblique rotation as we anticipated 
factors correlating. Factor loading cutoff criteria was .4. Once factors had been 
extracted and subscales made reliability was measured with Cronbach’s alpha. 
This procedure was also carried out for the Dutch, Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean 
samples separately. Based on results of the factor analysis carried out on the 
whole sample one-way ANOVAs were performed to examine whether there were 
significant differences between SES and ethnic groups on the subscales and total 
scale. Tukey post-hoc tests determined the direction of any effects. All analyses 
were performed in SPSS version 19.
2.4 Results
2.4.1 Factor analysis: whole sample 
Exploratory factor analysis (PAF) was performed on IDEA. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
measure indicated sufficient sampling adequacy for analysis (KMO = .88). Bartlett’s 
test of sphericity indicated correlations between items were sufficiently large, χ2 
(465) =10392.1, p<.001.  Results of the parallel analysis indicated that 6 factors 
should be retained. After rotation (direct oblimin) was performed many factors 
4 Principal axis factoring (PAF) treats each item as providing information about the same small set of 
latent variables, called factors, as other items, yet influenced by unique sources of error. Whereas 
principal components analysis sets out to represent all of the variance in the items through a small 
set of components, PAF tries to understand only the shared variance in a set of item measurements 
through a small set of latent variables (Warner, 2003).
5  PAF was carried out on 50 random datasets. The 95th percentile of the eigenvalues generated was 
then compared to the eigenvalues from the actual data. Eigenvalues larger than those randomly 
generated were then retained.
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correlated significantly with each other, with factors 1 and 4, factors 1 and 5, and 
factors 3 and 4 displaying moderate to strong correlations (.4 to .7). 
Table 2. Results of exploratory factor analysis (PAF), oblique rotation (direct oblimin).
Q# USA1 IDEA items 1 2 3 4 5 6
Initial eigenvalues 6.73 3.97 1.82 1.72 1.28 1.22
% variance explained before rotation 21.71 12.79 5.86 5.55 4.14 3.93
Cronbach’s α .64 .82 .78 .6 .84 .42
Factor loadings2
Self-focus
19 SF time of self-sufficiency .78
7 SF time of independence .74
15 SF time of responsibility for yourself .62
22 SF time of focusing on yourself .55
Negativity/instability
3 NI time of feeling stressed out .76
6 NI time of many worries .71
8 NI time of high pressure .7
9 NI time of instability .66
11 NI time of confusion .56
17 NI time of unpredictability .52
20 NI time of feeling restricted .43
Identity exploration: sense of self
31 ID time of defining yourself -.87
12 ID time of finding out who you are -.87
24 IB time of being not sure whether you have reached full adulthood -.41
Identity exploration: future self
26 ID time of deciding on your own beliefs and values -.72
27 ID time of seeking a sense of meaning -.59
19 ID time of learning to think for yourself -.5
Experimentation/possibilities
1 EX time of exploration .79
2 EX time of trying out new things .77
4 EX time of experimentation .71
16 EX time of open choices .68





14 OF time of responsibility for others .61
18 OF time of commitments to others .42
Items from original scale not included in Dutch scale (all coefficients <.4)
23 ID time of separating from parents
5 SF time of personal freedom
10 SF time of optimism
29 IB time of feeling adult in some ways but not others
30 IB time of gradually becoming an adult
25 ID time of planning for the future
13 OF time of settling down
1 Subscales from original (USA) version of IDEA developed by Reifman et al. (2007).
EX=experimentation/possibilities, IB= feeling in-between, ID=identity exploration, NI=negativi-
ty/instability, OF=other-focused, SF=self-focused.
2 Coefficients <.4 not shown.
On examining the factor loadings seven items were removed due to loadings 
of <.4. Factor 1 comprises four items: four of the six items from the self-focus 
scale. This subscale is named self-focus. Factor 2, uncorrelated with other factors 
thus representing a more distinctive dimension, includes all seven items from 
the negativity/instability subscale, and is named negativity/instability. Factor 
3, comprises three items; ‘time of not being sure whether you have reached full 
adulthood’ from the feeling in-between subscale is combined with two items 
from identity exploration. This subscale was named identity exploration: sense of 
self.  Factor 4, comprises three items, three of seven from the identity exploration 
subscale, and was named identity exploration: future self. Factor 5, comprising all five 
items from the experimentation/possibilities subscale, was named experimentation/
possibilities. Factor 6, which is again uncorrelated with other factors, includes two 
items from the other-focus subscale, and was named other-focus. Cronbach’s alpha 
for the total scale comprising 24 items was .84. Table 2 presents factor loadings, 
eigenvalues, percentage of variance explained before rotation, and Cronbach’s 
alphas for each subscale. The average score on the total Dutch IDEA scale was 
2.91 (out of 4). Figure 1 shows mean scores for each of the extracted subscales of 
the Dutch IDEA, ordered according to average endorsement of each subscale. As 
is evident from Figure 1 participants in the current sample experience emerging 
adulthood less as a period of negativity or responsibility for others, and more a 
period of experimentation and focusing on themselves.
Table 2. Continued
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2.4.2 Factor analysis: ethnic groups
Principal factor analysis (PAF) was performed on IDEA for each ethnic group, 
Dutch, Moroccan, and Dutch-Caribbean. Kaiser-Myer-Olkin measures all indicate 
sufficient sampling adequacy for each analysis (Dutch: KMO = .85; Moroccan: 
KMO = .86; Dutch-Caribbean: KMO = .79). Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated 
correlations between items were sufficiently large (Dutch: χ 2 (465) =4382.31, p<.001; 
Moroccan: χ 2 (465) =4262.91, p<.001; Dutch-Caribbean: χ 2 (465) =2703.81, p<.001). 
Results of parallel analysis indicated that five factors be retained for the Dutch 
and Moroccan subsamples and four for the Dutch-Caribbean subsample. Oblique 
rotation was carried out. Correlations greater than .4 between three or more of the 
rotated factors were found in all samples indicating that factors are not completely 
independent of one another. For the Dutch sample the subscale ‘feeling in-between’ 
was retained, whereas for Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean this was not. The ‘other-
focus’ subscale was only present for the Moroccans. For the Dutch-Caribbean the 
dimension ‘identity exploration’ is split into 2 subscales, whereas for Dutch and 
Moroccans this was one subscale. For the Dutch-Caribbean the ‘self-focus’ subscale 
was combined with a range of other items to create ‘independence/experimentation’ 
subscale. See Table 3 for subscale names, factor loadings, eigenvalues for each 
factor, percentage of variance explained before rotation, and Cronbach’s alphas for 
each subscale in the Dutch sample, and Tables 4 and 5 respectively for Moroccan 
and Dutch-Caribbean samples.
2.4.3 Group differences on Dutch IDEA
SES. Low, medium, and high SES participants did not significantly differ in their 
overall experience of emerging adulthood. Figure 2 shows means for low, medium 
and high SES groupings on the subscales of the Dutch IDEA, ordered according 
to average endorsement of each subscale in the low SES group. Visual inspection 
of Figure 2 indicates that response patterns in low and medium SES participants 
mirror that of the entire sample, while high SES participants experience greater 
experimentation and exploration of sense of self. There was a significant effect of 
SES on subscale identity exploration: sense of self, F(2,922)=8.26, p<.001. Post hoc 
comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that participants with high SES 
scored significantly higher on this subscale than those with low and medium SES 
(high: M = 3, SD = 0.61, medium: M = 2.82, SD = 0.61, low: M = 2.88, SD = 0.6). 
There was a significant effect of SES on the experimentation/possibilities subscale, 
F(2,922)=20.74, p<.001. Post hoc comparisons indicated that participants with high 
SES scored significantly higher on the experimentation/possibilities subscale than 
those with low and medium SES (high: M = 3.31, SD = 0.49, medium: M = 3.14, SD = 
0.45, low: M = 3.09, SD = 0.46).
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Table 3. Results of exploratory factor analysis (PAF) on ethnic Dutch sample, oblique rotation 
(direct oblimin).
Q# USA1 IDEA items 1 2 3 4 5
Initial Eigenvalues 6.41 3.99 1.93 1.68 1.36
% variance explained before rotation 18.87 11.1 4.58 3.5 2.48
Cronbach’s α .76 .82 .78 .84 .6
Factor loadings2
Self-focus
15 SF time of independence .68
28 SF time of self sufficiency .65
7 SF time of responsibility for yourself .5
Negativity/instability
8 NI time of feeling stressed out .78
20 NI time of many worries .7
11 NI time of high pressure .69
9 NI time of instability .65
3 NI time of confusion .54
17 NI time of unpredictability .45
Figure 1. Dot plot representing mean scores on the Dutch IDEA subscales, ordered according to 
level of endorsement.
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Identity exploration
24 ID time of defining yourself -.84
12 ID time of finding out who you are -.8
27 ID time of deciding on your own beliefs and values -.56
26 ID time of seeking a sense of meaning -.51
28 ID time of learning to think for yourself -.47
23 ID time of separating from parents -.44
Experimentation
2 EX time of exploration -.73
21 EX time of trying out new things -.68
4 EX time of experimentation -.65
1 EX time of possibilities -.57
16 EX time of open choices -.49
Feeling in-between
30 IB time of gradually becoming an adult .66
29 IB time of feeling adult in some ways but not others .59
31 IB time of being not sure whether you have reached 
full adulthood
.48
Items from original scale not included in Dutch sample scale (all coefficients <.4)
22 SF time of focusing on yourself
10 SF time of optimism
5 SF time of personal freedom
14 OF time of responsibility for others
18 OF time of commitments to others
13 OF time of settling down
6 NI time of feeling restricted
25 ID time of planning for the future
1  Subscales from original (USA) version of IDEA developed by Reifman et al. (2007). 
EX=experimentation/possibilities, IB= feeling in-between, ID=identity exploration, NI=negativi-
ty/instability, OF=other-focused, SF=self-focused.




Table 4. Results of exploratory factor analysis (PAF) on ethnic Moroccan sample, oblique rotation 
(direct oblimin).
Q# USA1 IDEA items 1 2 3 4 5
Initial Eigenvalues 7.3 3.61 1.99 1.62 1.43
% variance explained before rotation 23.23 11.58 6.72 5.11 4.66
Cronbach’s α .84 .82 .77 .75 .28
Factor loadings2
Experimentation
2 EX time of exploration .75
21 EX time of trying out new things .75
4 EX time of experimentation .72
16 EX time of open choices .69
1 EX time of possibilities .59
Negativity/instability
20 NI time of many worries .74
8 NI time of feeling stressed out .72
11 NI time of high pressure .7
9 NI time of instability .68
3 NI time of confusion .54
17 NI time of unpredictability .53
6 NI time of feeling restricted .48
Self-focus
19 SF time of self-sufficiency .84
22 SF time of focusing on yourself .71
7 SF time of responsibility for yourself .65
15 SF time of independence .63
Identity exploration
24 ID time of defining yourself -.88
12 ID time of finding out who you are -.8
31 IB time of being not sure whether you have reached full adulthood -.47
27 ID time of deciding on your own beliefs and values -.44
Other-focus
14 OF time of responsibility for others .59
26 ID time of seeking a sense of meaning .42
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Items from original scale not included in Moroccan sample scale (all coefficients <.4)
28 ID time of learning to think for yourself
29 IB time of feeling adult in some ways but not others
30 IB time of gradually becoming an adult
13 OF time of settling down
5 SF time of personal freedom
10 SF time of optimism
25 ID time of planning for the future
23 ID time of separating from parents
18 OF time of commitments to others
1 Subscales from original (USA) version of IDEA developed by Reifman et al. (2007).
EX=experimentation/possibilities, IB= feeling in-between, ID=identity exploration,
NI=negativity/instability, OF=other-focused, SF=self-focused.
2 Coefficients <.4 not shown.
Table 5. Results of exploratory factor analysis (PAF) on ethnic Antillean sample, oblique rotation 
(direct oblimin).
Q# USA1 IDEA items 1 2 3 4
Initial Eigenvalues 6.92 4.23 2.35 1.95
% variance explained before rotation 22.33 13.63 7.58 6.29
Cronbach’s α .84 .82 .74 .78
Factor loadings2
Independence/Experimentation
15 SF time of independence .78
28 SF time of self-sufficiency .78
7 SF time of responsibility for yourself .67
10 SF time of optimism .59
30 IB time of gradually becoming an adult .56
2 EX time of exploration .52
5 SF time of personal freedom .52
21 EX time of trying out new things .51
1 EX time of possibilities .51
16 EX time of open choices .5
22 SF time of focusing on yourself .5
29 IB time of feeling adult in some ways but not others .56






8 NI time of feeling stressed out .8
20 NI time of many worries .76
11 NI time of high pressure .75
9 NI time of instability .69
3 NI time of confusion .58
17 NI time of unpredictability .57
6 NI time of feeling restricted .5
Identity exploration: future self
27 ID time of deciding on your own beliefs and values -.74
26 ID time of seeking a sense of meaning -.61
28 ID time of learning to think for yourself -.52
Identity exploration: sense of self
12 ID time of finding out who you are -.71
24 ID time of defining yourself -.59
31 IB time of being not sure whether you have reached full 
adulthood
-.56
Items from original scale not included in Antillean sample scale (all coefficients <.4)
23 ID time of separating from parents
4 EX time of experimentation
18 OF time of commitments to others
13 OF time of settling down
14 OF time of responsibility for others
1 Subscales from original (USA) version of IDEA developed by Reifman et al. (2007).
EX=experimentation/possibilities, IB= feeling in-between, ID=identity exploration, NI=negativi-
ty/instability, OF=other-focused, SF=self-focused.
2 Coefficients <.4 not shown.
Ethnic groups. Ethnic groups did not significantly differ in their overall experience 
of emerging adulthood. Figure 3 shows means for Dutch, Moroccans and the 
Dutch-Caribbean on the subscales of the Dutch IDEA, ordered according to 
average endorsement of each subscale in Dutch participants. Visual inspection 
of Figure 3 reveals that especially Moroccan participants experience emerging 
adulthood more negatively and see it more as a period of future orientation than 
of exploration and experimentation, than the Dutch. There was a significant effect 
of ethnicity on the subscale negativity/instability, F(3,953)=4.15, p=.006. Post hoc 
comparisons indicated that Dutch participants scored significantly lower on the 
Table 5. Continued
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negativity/instability subscale (M = 2.46, SD = 0.5) than Moroccan participants 
(M = 2.58, SD = 0.53). There was a significant effect of ethnicity on the subscale 
identity exploration: future self, F(3,953)=8.53, p<.001. Post hoc comparisons 
indicated that Dutch participants scored significantly lower on the identity 
exploration: future self subscale (M = 2.94, SD = 0.49)  than Moroccan (M = 3.1, 
SD = 0.53) and Dutch-Caribbean participants (M = 3.08, SD = 0.52). There was a 
significant effect of ethnicity on the subscale identity exploration: sense of self, 
F(3,953)=7.13, p<.001. Post hoc comparisons indicated that Dutch participants 
scored significantly higher on the identity exploration: sense of self subscale 
(M = 3.01, SD = 0.58) than Moroccan participants (M = 2.81, SD = 0.63). There was 
a significant effect of ethnicity on the subscale experimentation/possibilities, 
F(3,953)=11.68, p<.001. Post hoc comparisons indicated that Moroccan participants 
scored significantly lower on the experimentation/possibilities subscale (M = 3.07, 
SD = 0.48) than Dutch (M = 3.31, SD = 0.47) and Dutch-Caribbean participants 
(M = 3.22, SD = 0.5). 
2.4.4 Exploration of construct validity of Dutch IDEA
Correlations between subscales and total scale of the Dutch IDEA with other 
constructs were examined (Table 6). Depression correlated positively with 
negativity/instability. Life satisfaction and self-efficacy correlated negatively 
with negativity/instability. Life satisfaction, sensation seeking and substance use 
correlated positively with experimentation. Internal locus of control (self-mastery) 
correlated positively with self-focus, which is not surprising given that our self-
focus subscale items reflect self-sufficiency. All these correlations were between 
.2 and .32. Further correlations were, even if significant, below .2 and therefore we 
will not discuss them further. 
2.5 Discussion
2.5.1 Emerging adulthood in The Netherlands
The first aim of the current study was to examine the extent to which Dutch young 
people experience emerging adulthood. High total scores on the IDEA would 
indicate that emerging adulthood is a relevant concept in The Netherlands. With 
an average score of 2.91, on a range of one to four, on the Dutch IDEA we can 
reasonably conclude this to be the case. Furthermore, the average score on the 
item ‘time of feeling an adult in some ways but not others’ was 3.23 (SD = 0.64), 
indicating that this sample does not yet feel completely adult, hence emerging 
adult. Noticeably average scores were lowest for the negativity/instability (2.52) 
and other-focus (2.65) subscales indicating that emerging adulthood is on the 
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Figure 3. Dot plot representing mean scores on the Dutch IDEA subscales by ethnic group, ordered 
according to level of endorsement by ethnic Dutch.
Figure 2. Dot plot representing mean scores on the Dutch IDEA subscales by SES categorization, 
ordered according to level of endorsement by low SES category.










Self-efficacy .14** -.16** -.03 .07* .16** .01 .02
Locus of control internal .21** -.03 .08* .13** .2** .004 .15**
Depression .01 .3** .1** .04 -.08* .02 .16**
Life satisfaction .08** -.32** .04 .09* .29** .04 -.01
Sensation seeking .18** .05 .17** .05** .3** .05 .24**
Substance use .11** -.05 .1** -.07* .24** .03 .09**
*p≤.05, **p≤.01, correlations > .2 in bold
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whole a positive experience for the Dutch, with a focus on the self, experimentation 
and identity exploration.
 A second aim of this study was to test the validity of the IDEA on a Dutch sample, 
and in doing so, to examine the relevance of Arnett’s dimensions of emerging 
adulthood. The Dutch IDEA was shortened to 24 items, divided over six subscales. 
Whilst the Dutch experience the negative, unstable and experimental aspects of 
emerging adulthood similarly to the US, the structure of some subscales differs for 
the Dutch sample compared to the US sample. 
 The ‘feeling in-between’ subscale was not present in the Dutch IDEA, with two 
of the three ‘feeling in-between’ items removed and one included in an identity 
exploration subscale. This indicates that feeling in-between is not typical of Dutch 
emerging adulthood. Other studies which examined IDEA (Atak and Çok 2008; 
Lisha et al. 2012; Pérez et al. 2008) also failed distinguish this feeling of being 
in-between; indicating this dimension is less widespread than other emerging 
adulthood dimensions. The original identity exploration subscale was split into two 
subscales, one focusing on sense of self and the other on future self. It appears 
that whilst Dutch emerging adults do see this as a period of identity exploration, 
this experience has two distinct features, exploring who you are now and who 
you see yourself becoming. The self-focus subscale also remained, however it was 
shortened in the Dutch IDEA, indicating the Dutch see this in some ways as a less 
self-focused period of life than as experienced in the US. The items included in the 
Dutch self-focus subscale relate strongly to becoming self-sufficient, indicating as 
Arnett maintained (2007b) that this is a goal of emerging adulthood. As to whether 
this is also a period of other-focus two out of three items of the other-focus subscale 
are retained. The subscale had low reliability. This could partly be due to the small 
number of items in the subscale, but does nevertheless indicate that focusing on 
others is not a concept strongly applicable to the Dutch. We decided to retain the 
subscale due to its possible relevance for group differences.
 In order to test the construct validity of the Dutch IDEA we examined correlations 
between the (sub)scales and a number of other psychometric and behavioral 
measures. Many of these measures correlated significantly with our subscales in 
the manner we expected, lending further support to the Dutch IDEA being a valid 
measure of emerging adulthood in The Netherlands.
2.5.2 SES and emerging adulthood
As hypothesized differences between the experience of emerging adulthood along 
SES lines were found. Emerging adults with high SES experienced this period more 
as a time of experimentation/possibilities and exploring a sense of self than those 
with lower SES. Whereas we anticipated that lower class emerging adults would 
be distinct from the rest, the differences found were between the higher class and 
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the rest. It appears that higher equality in The Netherlands, as compared to the 
US, prevents the lower class falling behind, but enables different experiences for 
the highest class. The greater economic and social capital available to this section 
of society seems to provide resources to experiment and try new experiences, to 
explore who they are. It should be noted however that in our results, as in Arnett’s 
(2015), whilst SES differences were found they were not so large as to suggest that 
the Dutch lower and middle classes do not experience emerging adulthood, or that 
there is no scope for exploration and experimentation during this period. 
2.5.3 Ethnic differences in emerging adulthood
Looking at the results of the factor analyses carried out on the different ethnic group 
samples separately there are several interesting outcomes. The Dutch emerging 
adults are more similar to their US counterparts than certain ethnic minorities 
within The Netherlands in ‘feeling in-between’. It is possible that stronger family, 
intergenerational ties for the Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean minorities (Merz, 
Özeke-Kocabas, Oort, & Schuengel, 2009) buffer them against this feeling of being 
in-between, providing them with a more structured life path. The other-focus 
subscale was retained for Moroccans suggesting the influence of more collectivist 
culture with emphasis on family and community (Phalet & Schönpflug, 2001), and 
again highlighting that self and other focus are not mutually exclusive constructs 
(Syed & Mitchell, 2013). That a self-focus subscale was absent and independence/
experimentation subscale present for the Dutch-Caribbean reflects the Dutch-
Caribbean cultural emphasis on the family (Bos, 2008; Liefbroer & Mulder, 2004) 
combined with an importance of developing independence (Distelbrink, 2006). 
Based on these findings we can conclude that the dimensions of emerging 
adulthood amongst the Dutch vary by ethnic group, with the feeling in-between, 
self-focus and other-focus not relevant to all ethnicities sampled.
 If we move from looking at distinct dimensions of emerging adulthood between 
the ethnic groups, to comparing these groups on scores of the Dutch IDEA we 
find several significant differences. Firstly, the Dutch experience less negativity/
instability than Moroccans, and Moroccans experience less experimentation 
than Dutch and the Dutch-Caribbean. It is possible that the social pressure to 
transition into adulthood is greater for Moroccans. Moroccans of both older and 
younger generations have less modern attitudes regarding family roles (Uunk 
2003) and this may result in less scope or desire to experiment before assuming 
adult roles and responsibilities. It is also possible that as Moroccans move from 
compulsory education to further education or employment they experience more 
obstacles in making this transition, leading to fewer options, and therefore less 
room to experiment and more feelings of negativity . Other differences between 
ethnicities are that Dutch experience this more as a time of exploration of their 
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sense of self than Moroccans; and that Dutch experience this as less of a time of 
exploring their future self than Moroccans or the Dutch-Caribbean. This indicates 
a tendency for Moroccans and the Dutch-Caribbean to be thinking about whom 
they want to become; whereas the Dutch see this more as a time to exploring who 
there are now. Again, this may reflect the Moroccan emphasis on traditional values 
indicating a quicker or more structured transition into adult roles, and the Dutch-
Caribbean emphasis on the importance of family relationships. However, as with 
the conclusions concerning differences between SES groups, although significant, 
differences were small: all ethnicities clearly experience emerging adulthood. 
2.5.4 Limitations and future research
The current study broadens the scope of the emerging adulthood literature by 
examining the relevance of this age period to a Western-European country and 
testing the validity of a measure designed to do this. It is to our knowledge the 
first study outside the US to examine ethnic differences in emerging adulthood 
within a single country. A further strength of the study is the use of a general 
urban population sample, rather than relying on students. Nonetheless limitations 
must be addressed. Firstly, the study sample consisted of emerging adults living 
in Amsterdam. While a detailed picture has formed of an urban Dutch population, 
including ethnic minorities, who across all minority groups make up close to 50% 
of the Amsterdam population, we cannot generalize these findings to rural Dutch 
emerging adults. In addition, we examined only two of the four significant ethnic 
minorities in The Netherlands, the other two being Turkish and Surinamese. Further 
research is necessary to complete the picture of emerging adulthood, to examine 
differences between urban and rural experiences, as well as the other ethnic 
minorities, in the Netherlands. A second limitation is the age of participants. With 
a maximum age of 21 years the upper demographic limit of emerging adulthood is 
missing from our sample. Differences between SES groups are likely to increase with 
age, as Arnett (2011) has stated those with lower SES do transition into marriage 
and parenthood earlier that those with higher SES. Similarly, ethnic minorities 
originating from non-OECD countries are likely to enter these roles and hence exit 
emerging adulthood earlier, in part due to the more traditional family values they 
hold (Uunk, 2003). We expect therefore that those with higher SES and the ethnic 
Dutch would experience a more prolonged period of emerging adulthood than 
those with lower SES and ethnic minorities. Further, ideally longitudinal, research 
is needed test this hypothesis.
 We measured our respondents’ SES based on their parents’ education, as does 
Arnett (2015) in his analyses of emerging adulthood and social class. However, in 
doing so, we miss other important components of this construct, such as parental 
income and the precise nature of parental employment. This information is not 
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available for the sample we used: Future research should address this limitation. 
Our conclusions on the differences in emerging adulthood based on SES should 
therefore be seen as tentative. 
 The present study revealed a number of differences in the Dutch emerging 
adulthood experience on the basis of SES and ethnicity, and we have speculated 
on possible reasons for these. The next step is to determine the accuracy of our 
speculations. For example, do stronger family intergenerational ties buffer 
Moroccans and the Dutch-Caribbean from feeling ‘in-between’? Do Moroccans feel 
more pressure to transition to adulthood, and does this lead to feelings of negativity 
and lack of experimentation, or are these feelings due to obstacles encountered in 
further education or employment? Do the Dutch-Caribbean see this as a period to 
assert their independence? Do ethnic Dutch and those with higher SES experience 
a prolonged period of emerging adulthood later into their twenties?
2.5.5 Conclusion 
We have examined in detail for the first time the emerging adulthood experience 
in The Netherlands, and whether the dimensions as outlined by Arnett (2004) 
are applicable to the Dutch. We conclude that emerging adulthood is a relevant 
concept for the Dutch, and whilst we found differences between The Netherlands 
and the US where the concept was developed these were on the whole minor. The 
differences between socioeconomic and ethnic groups in The Netherlands, though 
not sizeable, are revealing in terms of their possible origin in cultural differences and 
inequality in available capital. We therefore caution against a blanket application of 
the emerging adulthood dimensions as conceived in the US.
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I got a bottle of whatever, but it’s gotten  
us drunk
Singing here’s to never growing up
Avril Lavigne, Here’s to Never Growing Up
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Risk factors for self-reported delinquency in emerging 
adulthood
Hill, J. M., Blokland, A. A. J., & van der Geest, V. R. (revise & resubmit). Risk factors for self-reported 
delinquency in emerging adulthood. European Journal of Criminology.
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3.1 Abstract
The goal of this study is to examine risk factors for delinquency in emerging 
adulthood, highlighting any differences between those generally found for 
adolescent delinquency. The importance of examining risk factors for this age-
group is discussed, given recent changes in the nature of the early adult years. Risk 
effects for self-reported delinquency were examined in a general population sample 
of emerging adults (age 18-24). A range of measures, such as peer delinquency, 
parental support, and substance use, were used to predict reporting of at least one 
arrestable offence in a six-month period beginning a year later. In the full model 
parental social support, alcohol use, and a measure of self-control, aggression, 
and criminal attitude all significantly predicted delinquency. We conclude that a 
good relationship with parents continues to be an important protective factor and 
that alcohol use continues to indicate problems with delinquency during emerging 
adulthood, similarly to during adolescence.
Keywords




There is a wealth of literature on the risk effects for delinquent behavior in 
adolescence . These longitudinal studies generally follow individuals for an extended 
number of years, using risk factors from either childhood or early adolescence 
to predict delinquent behavior later in adolescence. This focus on adolescence is 
understandable, since this is the age at which delinquent behavior increases rapidly 
(Farrington, Loeber, and Jolliffe 2008). Given that the majority of offenders desist 
as they become adult, the analysis of risk effects for delinquent behavior in early 
adulthood is justifiably less common. Yet, for many young people the nature of 
the early years of adulthood has changed dramatically over the last decades. This 
time of life, labeled by developmental psychologists as ‘emerging adulthood’, is 
now characterized by delaying of traditional adult roles and increased freedom to 
explore and experiment (Arnett 2015). These changes may lead to a continuation 
of the risk factors associated with adolescent offending or the emergence of risk 
factors particular to this age group.
 We explore this question using data from a longitudinal, prospective study on 
delinquency in emerging adulthood. Using a contemporary, general population, 
ethnically diverse, urban sample of 970 emerging adults living in the Netherlands, 
aged between 18 and 24 years, we examine possible risk factors for self-reported 
delinquency. Specifically, we research whether a range of factors all measured in 
emerging adulthood predict delinquent behavior for a six-month period beginning 
one year later. Based on previous research (e.g., Asscher, Wissink, Dekovic, Prinzie, 
and Stams 2013; Elliott et al. 1996; Janssen, Dekovic, and Bruinsma 2014; Loeber, 
Pardini, Stouthamer-Loeber, and Raine 2007), risk factors were selected for their 
probable importance to the emerging adulthood period and the changes that may 
or may no longer occur as young people leave adolescence. 
3.2.1 Emerging adulthood
A search of the risk effects literature reveals many studies that have examined which 
factors predict delinquent and anti-social behavior in adolescence (Murray and 
Farrington 2010). This focus on adolescents is understandable given the emergence 
of and high rate of delinquent behavior in this age group. Furthermore, the average 
age-crime curve for western populations, which reflects this pattern, also indicates 
that prevalence of delinquent behavior starts to decrease sharply as young people 
enter adulthood. Many theories address reasons for this decline (e.g., Moffitt 
1993; Sampson and Laub 1993; Warr 1998). For example, Moffitt (1993) makes 
the distinction between adolescence-limited offenders and life-course persistent 
offenders. She argues that adolescence-limited offenders, who stop offending as 
they reach adulthood, are displaying behavior normative for their age group. In 
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contrast, life-course persistent offenders have more a problematic history, reaching 
back into young childhood and indicative of more serious underlying problems such 
as psychopathy. Based on routine activity theory, Osgood and colleagues (1996) 
argue that much of adolescent offending is a result of situational factors arising 
from unstructured socializing. As this phenomenon drops off during adulthood 
so too does offending. Warr (1998) argues the drop off is explained by a decline 
in the influence of delinquent peers. What all these theories collectively suggest 
is that continued delinquent behavior into young adulthood is increasingly non-
normative. We might therefore expect the risk factors associated with delinquency 
for this age-group to differ from those of adolescents. 
 Evidence from self-report studies on delinquency in young adulthood, however, 
show that the prevalence of delinquency and crime remains high and even increases 
for this age group (Donker, 2004; Fagan and Western 2005). Furthermore, age-crime 
curves based on official statistics do not generally show a return to early adolescent 
levels of offending until several years into adulthood (Loeber and Farrington 2014; 
Piquero, Brame, Mazerolle, and Haapanen 2002). Recent research from Scotland, 
for example, found the peak age of official offending statistics to have shifted to 
22 years (Matthews 2014). Apart from the fact that prevalence remains high in 
the early adult years, there are other theoretical reasons for wanting to examine 
delinquency in the early adult years. 
 The lives of many today’s young adults living in the Western world look very 
different to those of previous generations (Côté and Bynner 2008). Moffitt’s (1993) 
argument for adolescents’ delinquency motivation, that ‘they remain financially 
and socially dependent on their family of origin’ (p.687), could just as well refer 
to many young people during the early years of emerging adulthood. Rather than 
progressing swiftly into the adult roles of marriage, parenthood, and a stable job, 
young people today tend to delay these roles, or not have access to them, until 
later in life. Due to the increasing need for post-secondary education qualifications, 
the majority of young people in western European countries spend at least some of 
their early adult years in education (Eurostat 2014). In the Netherlands the average 
age for getting married is now well into the thirties for both men and women and 
the average age of becoming a parent for first time is 29 for Dutch women and 32 
for Dutch men (United Nations 2016). Furthermore, the average age for leaving the 
parental home in the Netherlands is 23 years. These demographic changes reflect 
the more subjective changes researchers have found recent generations of young 
people to associate with this time of life.
 The early years of adulthood are now considered by many to be a time of freedom 
from responsibilities and commitments, of experimentation and exploration, and 
of instability (Arnett 2015; Hill, Lalji, van Rossum, van der Geest, and Blokland 
2015). In general for those living in Western cultures traditional markers of 
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adulthood are deemed less important indicators of having achieved adult status 
than individualistic criteria, such as a having a sense of autonomy or establishing 
a relationship with parents as an equal (Shanahan, Porfeli, Mortimer, and Erickson 
2005). Nevertheless, whilst markers of adulthood have shifted, emerging adults’ 
lives are different to those of adolescents. They clearly experience increased 
freedom and responsibilities for the self that come with being an adult. At the 
same time, however, they are not bound by responsibilities and commitments to 
others or to social institutions that earlier generations experienced. Previous work 
has found that some of these increased freedoms can increase the likelihood that 
emerging adults engage in delinquency (Blokland 2014; Lustig and Liem 2010). It 
is therefore important to examine which factors specific to emerging adulthood 
increase the risk that young people are involved in delinquent behavior.
3.2.2 Risk factors for delinquency in emerging adulthood
In this paper, we choose several possible risk factors to examine in our general 
population sample of Dutch emerging adults. Within the limits of the available data 
we focus on factors derived from theories and empirical research on adolescent 
delinquency and that specifically relate to changes that occur as people leave 
adolescence and enter adulthood, the relevance of which may have shifted given 
recent changes in the nature of the emerging adult years. We also consider, arguably 
more stable antisocial tendency measures, such as self-control, to determine their 
predictive power above and beyond these other more dynamic factors, as well as 
looking at demographic characteristics and previous delinquent behavior. 
 The negative influence of delinquent peers during adolescence has been widely 
demonstrated (Asscher et al., 2013; Haynie and Osgood 2005; Weerman, Bernasco, 
Bruinsma, and Pauwels 2013). However, we know that as young people age into 
adulthood the effect of delinquent peers gradually lessens (Monahan, Steinberg, 
and Cauffman 2009). Researchers argue that this is a consequence of spending 
less time in their company (Warr 1998) or of a shift in routine activities away from 
unstructured socializing (Osgood et al. 1996). Studies have indeed found that 
delinquent peers are less of a risk factor explaining delinquent behavior during 
adulthood (Stouthamer-Loeber, Wei, Loeber, and Masten 2004). Monahan and 
colleagues (2009) find that by the age of 20 the negative effect of peers on delinquent 
behavior disappears, as young adults become resistant to peers’ influence. However, 
young people today increasingly spend their early adult years in education and not 
in full time employment. Consequently, they remain in daily contact with same age 
peers and recent research carried out with a contemporary college student sample 
has found delinquent peers are a risk factor for persistent delinquency (Haffejee, 
Yoder, and Bender 2013). Furthermore, present day emerging adults are less likely 
to be exposed to the prosocial peer networks associated with employment, which 
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have been found contribute to the decreased risk of delinquent peers (Wright and 
Cullen 2006). We therefore examine whether having delinquent peers increases 
risk of delinquent behavior during the early emerging adult years, similarly to in 
adolescence, or whether in our sample of young Dutch emerging adults their effect 
has also diminished, as several previous studies have found.
 Living in a disadvantaged neighborhood has been found to have a negative 
effect on adolescent delinquent behavior (Elliott et al. 1996; Herrenkohl, Lee, and 
Hawkins 2012; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2003), with some studies finding the 
effect works indirectly, through peer delinquency and/or parenting (Chung and 
Steinberg 2006; Cuellar, Jones, and Sterrett 2015). However, not all studies find 
a negative effect for neighborhood disadvantage in adolescence at the individual 
level (McBride Murry, Berkel, Gaylord-Harden, Copeland-Linder, and Nation 2011), 
and studying an adult sample, Stouthamer-Loeber and colleagues (2004) found 
no effect of perceived neighborhood disadvantage on persistent delinquency in 
young adulthood. Here we therefore examine whether our sample of emerging 
adults living in neighborhoods across Amsterdam are similarly invulnerable to the 
negative effect of living in a disadvantaged neighborhood. 
 The relationship between parents, parenting, and delinquency during 
adolescence has been repeatedly examined and confirmed (Hoeve et al. 2009; 
Janssen et al., 2014). Poor family relations have often been identified as risk factors 
for adolescent anti-social behavior (Farrington, Loeber, Jolliffe, and Pardini 2008; 
van der Laan et al. 2010). It might be expected, however, that as young people 
become adults and gain more independence, relationships with parents becomes 
less predictive of these youths’ delinquent behavior. Yet, as the nature of the early 
adult years has changed, so too has the nature of the parent-child relationship 
during these years (Sanson and Wise 2001). Warmth, responsiveness, and control 
remain important features of successful parenting in emerging adulthood, as they 
are in adolescence (Nelson, Padilla-Walker, Christensen, Evans, and Carroll 2011). A 
recent study has pointed to the continuing importance of parents for delinquency 
in emerging adulthood, with ongoing support associated with lower rates of young 
adult offending (Johnson, Giordano, Manning, and Longmore 2011). Schroeder and 
colleagues (Schroeder, Giordano, and Cernkovich 2010) also found that having a 
strong relationship with parents predicted desistance in adult children. In this 
study we therefore examine whether experiencing social support from parents still 
protects emerging adults against delinquent behavior during this time of life. 
 Another important risk factor for adolescent delinquency, notably identified in 
Moffitt’s dual taxonomy theory (1993) and Agnew’s general strain theory (1992), 
is adolescents’ need for autonomy. During adolescence young people feel adult, 
but are not yet accorded the freedoms associated with adulthood. This mismatch 
motivates delinquency as a means to attain a sense of autonomy, according to 
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Moffitt, or to cope with the strain of not having the desired autonomy, according 
to Agnew. Empirical research has indeed found an association between need for 
autonomy and delinquency in adolescence (Brezina 2008; Chen 2010; Galambos, 
Barker, and Tilton-Weaver 2003). The importance of this risk factor is, for most 
young people, likely to diminish as young people transition out of adolescence and 
increasingly experience the privileges and freedoms of adulthood. However, given 
the changed nature of the early adult years, such as increased length of time spent 
in education or prolonged financial dependence on parents due to education and/
or unstable employment (Schoeni & Ross 2005), for modern day emerging adults’ 
the need for autonomy may continue to represent an important risk factor for 
delinquent behavior in emerging adulthood. 
 Substance use is generally considered to be a risky behavior and it is frequently 
associated with delinquent behavior during adolescence (Assink et al. 2015). 
However, for adults, alcohol use is legal, as, in the Netherlands, is the recreational 
use of marijuana. Furthermore, substance use peaks during the emerging adult 
years (Arnett 2015), indicating wider prevalence and greater acceptance. One 
might therefore expect the relationship between substance use and delinquency 
to weaken during this period of life. However, previous research in the USA has 
found that weekly marijuana and heavy alcohol use continue to be associated with 
delinquency during the early adult years (Loeber, et al. 2007). We explore whether 
this is also true for our sample of Dutch emerging adults.
 In addition to the possible risk factors outlined above, we also examine more 
general measures found to predict delinquent behavior across the life course, 
namely self-control, aggression, and criminal attitude. The relationship between 
low self-control and delinquent behavior is prominent in criminology (Gottfredson 
and Hirschi 1990), and its predictive power has been demonstrated across all ages 
(Pratt 2015; Pratt and Cullen 2000). Similarly, aggression and delinquency often 
go hand in hand (Loeber and Hay 1997). Measures of trait aggression have been 
identified as a risk factor for delinquent behavior in adolescence (Assink et al. 2015) 
and adulthood (Pulkkinen, Lyyra, and Kokko 2009). Likewise, a criminal attitude is 
a strong predictor of delinquent behavior throughout the life course (Mills, Kroner, 
and Hemmati 2004; Walters 2012), reflecting an individual’s thoughts, intentions, 
and norms concerning criminal behavior (Loeber and Hay 1997). We include these 
constructs in our study largely to test whether the other risk factors, named above, 
continue to have predictive power above and beyond these three strong predictors 
of delinquency. Whilst the influence of the above factors may change as young 
people age into adulthood, although as we posit for emerging adults this might not 
yet be true, the relationship between low self-control, aggression, criminal attitude, 
and delinquency is unlikely to diminish; hence their importance in any examination 
of risk factors for delinquency.
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All of the above risk factors are theoretically dynamic, i.e., they can change over 
time. We also include several static risk factors, i.e., factors that cannot change, 
in our models. These are gender, ethnicity, namely Dutch-Moroccan and Dutch 
Caribbean, and previous delinquent behavior. Males are typically found to be 
overrepresented in crime and delinquency statistics compared to females (FBI 
2012). In the Netherlands both Dutch Moroccan and Dutch Caribbean youths are 
over represented in official crime statistics during the adolescent years (Blokland, 
Grimbergen, Bernasco, and Nieuwbeerta 2010; Jennissen 2009)  Finally, adolescent 
delinquent behavior is consistently one of the best predictors of adult criminal 
behavior (Rhoades, Leve, Eddy, and Chamberlain 2015) and is therefore included as 
an important control variable. 
3.3 Method
3.3.2 Participants
Data are from the Transitions in Amsterdam Study, a prospective longitudinal 
study of emerging adults living in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, carried out by the 
Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR) between 
2010 and 2014 (Blokland 2014)6. Participants for the study were emerging adults 
of Dutch, Dutch-Moroccan, and Dutch-Caribbean descent, operationalized as 
having two parents born in the Netherlands (Dutch) or at least one parent born in 
Morocco or the Dutch-Caribbean. Participants were randomly selected from the 
municipal registry for Amsterdam, with an oversampling of Dutch-Moroccan and 
Dutch-Caribbean ethnicities, and young people with a police record before their 
17th birthday7. Equal proportions of males and females were selected. Potential 
participants were first contacted by mail followed by home visits. Of the 3,408 
reached, 970 (28%) agreed to participate and completed the first interview. Prior to 
the first interview informed consent was obtained from all individual participants 
included in the study. Sampled participants came from all seven of Amsterdam’s city 
districts and from 84 of 89 possible residential neighborhoods, excluding only some 
very small neighborhoods (neighborhood population < 2,000). Comparing the final 
sample to the total population of Dutch, Dutch-Moroccan, and Dutch-Caribbean 
emerging adults in Amsterdam, 10.0% of the total population had a police record 
6 Ethical approval for the study was sought and granted from CERCO (Commissie Ethiek 
van Rechtswetenschappelijk & Criminologisch Onderzoek [Ethics Committee of Legal and 
Criminological Research]) at the VU University, Amsterdam.
7  These two ethnicities are most over–represented in the crime figures, hence their inclusion and 
oversampling in the study (Blokland et al. 2010)
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prior to age 17 compared to 19.2% of the final sample.  The information available 
therefore suggests that the project succeeded in its aim to gather a representative 
sample of emerging adults, with a deliberate oversampling of those of with previous 
police records. Of the final sample 414 (43%) were of Dutch descent, 367(39%) were 
of Moroccan descent, and 181(19%) were of Dutch-Caribbean descent; 527 (54%) 
were female. All analyses were weighted by gender, ethnicity, and adolescent police 
record to ensure our sample was representative of the Amsterdam population 
for this cohort. Four waves of interviews were carried out at roughly 6 monthly 
intervals. The data used in this study are taken from the first and fourth interview 
waves. There was on average an interval of 20 months between the first and fourth 
interview (SD=2.4). Average participants age at wave one was 20 years (SD=1.35).
3.3.3 Measures
Delinquent peers. Participants reported whether any of their five closest friends 
had, to their knowledge, committed a criminal offence. For each friend a score of 
1 indicated one or two offences, a score of 2 indicated more than two offences. The 
variable scores ranged from 0 to 9; 103 participants reported that at least one their 
five closest friends had committed at least one offence. 
 Neighborhood. During wave 1 interviews participants reported their street name 
and neighborhood. The municipal area of Amsterdam is split into 99 neighborhoods, 
of which 89 are residential8. In order to calculate a measure of neighborhood 
socioeconomic status (SES) for each of these a factor analysis was carried out on three 
variables retrieved from the Dutch Bureau of Statistics (CBS) data for all residential 
neighborhoods in Amsterdam in 2013. These variables, proportion of population 
from ethnic minorities, proportion of population receiving welfare payments, and 
proportion of households with annual income lower than €18,000, all loaded onto 
one factor. Factor scores were saved as a variable indicating neighborhood SES, 
where a higher score indicates lower SES, i.e., more disadvantage. Factors scores 
ranged from -0.07 to 0.33 (M=0.14, SD=0.08).
 Parental social support. Participants completed the Multidimensional Scale of 
Perceived Social Support (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, and Farley 1988). A sum variable 
was made from the four items relating to family (Cronbach’s alpha .90). This 
included the items ‘my family really tries to help me’ and ‘I can talk to my family 
about my problems’. Scores on this variable ranged from 1 to 6 (M=5.58, SD=1.07).
 Substance use. Participants indicated, on average, how often in the previous year 
they had had five drinks or more in one session. Scores ranged from 0 (never) to five 
(near daily) (M=1.17, SD=1.3) and 37% of participants reported drinking five drinks 
8  Non-residential neighborhoods are those with such a small number of residents that demographic 
information on residents is not published for reasons of privacy.
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or more at least once a month. Participants were asked to list up to five drugs they 
had used in the past year, and how often they had done so, ranging from 1 (less than 
once a month) to five (near daily). Drugs listed included marijuana (decriminalized 
in the Netherlands), illegal drugs such as cocaine, as well as legal highs such as 
magic mushrooms and laughing gas. Scores ranged from 0 to 15 (M=1.22, SD=2.1).
 Need for autonomy. Participants completed the Need for Autonomy scale 
(Agnew 1984). A sum variable was made from the five items (Cronbach’s alpha .66). 
Examples of the five items include ‘I demand freedom and independence above 
all else’ and ‘I like to be on my own and be my own boss’. Answers ranged from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (M=3.57, SD=0.6).
 Self-control, aggression, criminal attitude. Participants completed the Grasmick 
self-control scale (Grasmick, Tittle, Bursik, and Arneklev 1993). Examples of the 
24 items are ‘I often act on the spur of the moment’ and ‘sometimes I will take a 
risk just for the fun of it’. Answers ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly 
agree). Participants completed the Aggression Questionnaire (Buss and Perry 
1992). Examples of the 29 items are ‘I am sometimes eaten up with jealousy’ and ‘if 
somebody hits me I hit them back’. Answers ranged from 1 (extremely unlike me) 
to 5 (extremely like me). Participants completed the Measures of Criminal Attitudes 
and Associates questionnaire (Mills, Kroner, and Forth 2002). Examples of the 25 
items are ‘stealing to survive is understandable’ and ‘I would be happy to fool the 
police’. Answers ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s 
alphas for these scales were acceptable .83, .91, and .86. These three scales were 
strongly correlated (.44-.52), suggesting that in a regression model multicollinearity 
might be an issue. We therefore decided to run a factor analysis on all the scale 
items, extracting one factor, and using the saved factor score as variable ‘antisocial 
tendency’, indicating self-control, aggression, and criminal attitude. The factor 
score was normally distributed and scores ranged from -2.11 to 5.75.
 Static factors. Gender (54% female), dummy variables for ethnicity (38% Dutch-
Moroccan, 19% Dutch-Caribbean), and a dichotomous variable indicating a police 
record prior to age 17 years (N=187) were included in all models as control variables. 




At each interview wave participants indicated whether they had committed any 
of 48 offences during the last six-month period and, if so, how many times they 
had committed the offence. The delinquency scale was adapted from the Self-
Reported Delinquency study (Junger-Tas, Terlouw, and Klein 1994) and the South 
Holland study (Hofstra, van der Ende, and Verhulst 2001). From the 48 self-reported 
offences, we created a dichotomous measure indicating participants who had 
reported committing at least one arrestable offence 9; 30 of the original 48 offences 
were arrestable offences. See Appendix A for offences and offence frequencies. 
Self-reported delinquency from wave 4 interviews was used as a dependent variable 
in our analyses. Self-reported delinquency from wave 1 interviews was used in the 
final model as a control variable.
3.3.5 Missing data
Rate of participation at the fourth interview wave, from which our delinquency 
measure is taken, was 70%. In order to include the entire sample and to avoid 
possible bias that would result from complete case analysis, missing values on the 
delinquency measure from wave four were imputed, using a multiple imputation 
technique carried out in R. Scores on the 48 original offences were imputed using 
previously reported delinquency, as well as demographic variables such as gender, 
and a number of psychological measures. Five imputed datasets were created 
which were used for the analyses where self-reported delinquency is the dependent 
variable. See Appendix B for more details on the imputation procedure and the 
variables used. The results presented are the pooled results from analyses carried 
out on each of the five datasets. 10
9  These are offences for which individual can be detained under Dutch law. The wording of several 
offences in the self-report questionnaire provided two options for which one was arrestable the 
other not; these offences were not included in the arrestable offence measure.
10  Analyses were also run on non-imputed data to examine any potential differences.




































































































































































































































































































































































































Table 1 shows the bivariate correlations between all variables included in the 
analyses. Correlations larger than .3 are reported in the text. Native Dutch 
ethnicity was negatively correlated with low neighborhood SES (-.36) and Dutch-
Caribbean ethnicity was positively correlated with low neighborhood SES (.39). 
Native Dutch ethnicity was positively correlated with alcohol use (.55) and Dutch-
Moroccan ethnicity was negatively correlated with alcohol use (-.53). Alcohol and 
drug use were positively correlated (.42), need for autonomy and the antisocial 
tendency measure were positively correlated (.37), and self-reported delinquency 
and antisocial tendency were positively correlated (.34). Despite these moderately 
high correlations between variables results of our test for multicollinearity 
indicated this was not an issue: Tolerance statistics were all well above .2 (.54-.92) 
and variance inflation factors (VIF) were all well below 5 (1.11-1.86)11. The weighted 
and pooled data from five imputed datasets show that 211 (22%) participants 
reported committing at least one of the arrestable offences in the six-month 
period prior to the fourth interview12. 
 We first ran a series of hierarchical logistic regression models with self-reported 
delinquency as dependent variable. We used the Stata command khb in order to 
correctly compare the results of our nested non-linear models (Karlson, Holm and 
Breen 2010; Kohler, Karlson and Holm 2011). The results in odds ratios are shown 
in Table 2. From model 1, which includes only background controls, we can see 
that, as expected, being male more than doubled the likelihood, and having an 
adolescent police record nearly doubled the likelihood of reporting an arrestable 
offence. Contrary to expectations however having a Dutch-Moroccan ethnicity was 
a protective factor in our data; Dutch-Moroccans were more than 40% less likely 
to report committing an arrestable offence than the Dutch and Dutch-Caribbean 
emerging adults in our sample. Model 2 added the measure for delinquent peers. We 
see that for every one additional score on the delinquent peer measure the likelihood 
of reporting delinquency increased by 43%. Adding an indicator of neighborhood 
SES to model 3 indicated that the effect of living in disadvantaged neighborhoods 
did not significantly predict delinquency for emerging adults13. Model 4 indicates 
11 Multicollinearity tests cannot be carried out with logistic regression. We therefore ran a linear 
regression of the entire model. As when exploring collinearity we are interested in examining the 
independent rather than dependent variables the use of linear rather than logistic regression does 
not affect the conclusion. 
12 In the non-imputed data 145 (21%) of participants reported committing an arrestable offence.
13 In a model with Neighborhood SES entered before peer delinquency it did not significantly predict 
delinquency.

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































that parental social support was a significant protective factor: For every one-
point increase in parental social support the likelihood of delinquency decreased 
by 24%. Model 5 subsequently indicates that for every one-point increase in need 
for autonomy the likelihood of reporting delinquency increased by 38%. In these 
first five models the significant effects did not change considerably when new 
variables were added to the model. In model 6 we see that alcohol use significantly 
predicted delinquency. Every one-point increase in the alcohol measure increased 
the likelihood of reporting delinquency by over 50%. When these variables were 
added to the model the effects of need for autonomy, adolescent police record, 
and Dutch-Moroccan ethnicity were no longer significant, and the effect size of 
other significant variables decreased. In model 7 we see that for every one-point 
increase in the antisocial tendency score the likelihood of a participant reporting 
delinquency more than doubled. When the antisocial tendency variable was 
added delinquent peers and gender were no longer significant predictors. In this 
model parental social support remained a significant protective factor (OR=0.82) 
and alcohol use remained a significant risk factor (OR=1.50). In the final model 
we added a dichotomous measure for self-reported delinquency in wave 1, to 
examine which effects remained controlling for this. Delinquency at wave 1 was 
a very strong predictor of delinquency at wave 4 (OR=4.74). The effect of parental 
social support remained a significant protective factor (OR=0.83), the antisocial 
tendency measure (OR=1.79) remained a significant risk factor, and the effect of 
alcohol use (OR=1.34) also remained a significant risk factor for delinquency at 
wave 4 controlling for previous delinquency reported at wave 1.14
14  Results of analyses run on non-imputed data were very similar to those of the pooled results on 
imputed data. Differences were that delinquent friends did not significantly predict delinquency 
in any model, and in model 7, whilst remaining significant, the effect of alcohol use and antisocial 
tendency was slightly stronger and that of parental social support slightly weaker.
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3.5 Discussion
The current study aimed to examine a number of risk factors for delinquency in 
emerging adulthood, using a general population sample of Dutch emerging adults. 
We tested several risk factors whose relevance is generally considered to shift as 
young people move out of adolescence into adulthood, as well as risk factors known 
to predict delinquency throughout the life course, and a series of demographic 
controls. We examined whether these factors predicted self-reported arrestable 
offences in a six-month period beginning a year after measurement of the risk 
factors. 
 Our measure of antisocial tendency, indicating low self-control, aggression, and 
criminal attitudes, more than doubled the likelihood that Dutch emerging adults 
would report delinquent behavior. These results suggest, unsurprisingly, that 
having low self-control, being aggressive, and having a criminal attitude are all 
robust and strong risk factors for delinquency in emerging adulthood and are in line 
with previous research (Assink et al. 2015). Furthermore, delinquency measured at 
wave 1 was a strong predictor of delinquency measured at wave 4. Next, we turn to 
the risk factors whose relevance we particularly wanted to explore given changes to 
the early adult years.
 We speculated in the introduction that having delinquent peers, whilst 
previously found not to be a risk factor during adulthood, might, given changes 
in the nature of the early adult years, continue to increase the risk of delinquent 
behavior in emerging adulthood, particularly in the early years. This appeared to be 
partly supported: Having delinquent peers did significantly increase the likelihood 
of our participants engaging in delinquency in emerging adulthood. This would, 
therefore, have been in line with Haffejee and colleagues’ work (2015), but then 
for a more diverse sample, not solely college students. However, it appeared that 
this effect was entirely explained by differences in alcohol use and differences in 
self-control, aggression, and criminal attitude, as the significance and effect size 
for delinquent peers fell away when these factors were added to the model. This 
may partially be due to the surprisingly low prevalence of peer delinquency: 11% 
of participants reported peer delinquency, whereas 22% self-reported delinquency. 
It is possible that less serious offences committed by peers were underreported. 
Nevertheless, for practitioners, monitoring the peer network may continue to be a 
useful indication that young people are at risk of delinquent behavior in emerging 
adulthood as in adolescence. 
 In contrast, we found no effect for living in disadvantaged neighborhoods on 
delinquent behavior. It is hard to come to conclusions as to why we found no effect. 
It is possible that the non-effect was due to our sample having transitioned into 
emerging adulthood, i.e., no longer being adolescents and liable to the bad influence 
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living in a disadvantaged neighborhood may have, as previous research has found 
(Stouthamer-Loeber et al. 2004). On the other hand, it is also possible that the 
non-effect is peculiar to characteristics of Dutch, and in particular Amsterdam’s, 
neighborhoods. Much of the work on the delinquent effect of neighborhoods has 
been carried out in the USA. It is possible that, whilst urban areas in the Netherlands 
are clearly not homogenous, the extremes evident in the USA are not seen in the 
Netherlands15. Another point to consider is that Amsterdam is a small city with an 
extensive public transport network, allowing high mobility between neighborhoods. 
Consequently, young people from more disadvantaged neighborhoods may be 
able to escape the negative influences of their residential neighborhood. Combine 
this with the fact that we have measured neighborhood disadvantage for the 
neighborhoods our participants live in, rather than where they spend most of their 
time. Studies with adolescents have found that they spend many hours a day out of 
their residential area (Basta, Richmond, and Wiebe 2010). Furthermore, Hoeben (in 
press) has found that for adolescents, disadvantage in neighborhoods where they 
spend their time is predictive of delinquency, whereas disadvantage in residential 
neighborhoods is not. Examining the neighborhoods where emerging adults spend 
their time is therefore necessary and further longitudinal research following Dutch 
young people from adolescence into adulthood is needed to clarify the reasons for 
our non-effect of neighborhood SES.
 Parental social support, as per our hypothesis, proved to be a relevant and robust 
factor for emerging adulthood delinquency. For our self-report measure of arrestable 
offenses, in the full model, reporting more parental social support decreased the 
likelihood of engaging in delinquency. This highlights the continued significance 
of the parent-child relationship in predicting delinquency in the early adult years 
and suggests further research, with practitioners in the field, would be useful, to 
examine whether parental support is actually, not just theoretically, dynamic. For 
example, as and when parental support increases for a given individual does their 
delinquent behavior decrease? 
 The predictive power of need for autonomy, however, was not as conclusive. The 
initial significance of this factor fell away when substance use was added to the 
model, indicating that the effect was partly explained by substance use. Alcohol 
15 As a rough comparison, average household income for Amsterdam neighborhoods in 2008 ranges 
from €18,400 to €54,000 and average for the city is €30,700 (CBS, 2016); in Chicago median 
household income ranges from $16,430 to 109,419 and median for the city is $46,195 (City Data, 
2016). In Amsterdam the lowest average neighborhood income is 60% of the overall average; in 
Chicago the lowest median neighborhood income is 36% of the overall median. Comparing average 
and median incomes is not ideal. However, in the absence of directly comparative statistics, we feel 
that this comparison is illustrative.
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use, however, did remain a risk factor for emerging adulthood delinquency, over 
and above other factors. We speculated that this might no longer have been the 
case in emerging adulthood, as it is in adolescence, given the prevailing social norms 
and practice of adult drinking. Nevertheless, it seems that alcohol use remains an 
indication of problem behavior, and one that would certainly appear suitable for 
interventions in the field. 
3.5.1 Strengths and limitations
One of the strengths of our study was the use of self-reported delinquency. 
Much of the literature on adult offending relies on official conviction statistics, 
which inevitably underestimate offending. On the other hand, as Junger-Tas and 
Marshall (1999) point out, self-report studies are generally skewed towards less 
serious delinquency. Whilst we tried to mitigate this somewhat by using a score of 
arrestable offences, this inevitably remains true. Looking at the frequencies of the 
different offences reported (Appendix A) the three most prevalent offences were 
driving under the influence of alcohol (N=71) or under the influence of drugs (N=44), 
and selling party drugs, such as ecstasy or magic mushrooms (N=40). This suggests 
that the majority of offenders were committing substance misuse offences, rather 
than more serious criminal or violent offences. Whilst these offences do have the 
potential to cause grave personal harm, as well as injury to others, we have to 
question whether the risk factors we have found would also be applicable to more 
serious offenders.
 A further strength was that we have a non-adolescent sample. Much of the 
risk factor literature using self-reported delinquency has been carried out on 
convenience samples of school attending adolescents. As we highlighted in the 
introduction, early adult delinquency remains a problem, and as Cullen (2011) 
pointed out delinquent behavior for groups other than adolescents should not be 
ignored.
 Another issue with using self-report data, which clearly needs to be mentioned in 
light of our results, is the reliability of participants’ self-reporting. One of the most 
notable findings of our study that ethnicity was not a risk factor for delinquency, 
and that in the model with just demographic variables in, being Dutch-Moroccan 
was even a protective factor. The correlation between an adolescent police record 
and Dutch-Moroccan ethnicity was, however, positive and significant indicating 
that this effect is not a result of a particularly non-delinquent sample of Dutch-
Moroccans taking part in the study. Self-report studies in other countries have also 
found that ethnicity was not a risk factor for delinquency, where official statistics 
suggest it is (Junger-Tas, Terlouw, and Klein 1994; Tonry 1997). It is possible that 
our sample of Dutch-Moroccans desist from their adolescent delinquent ways as 
they reach adulthood, a possibility previous studies on this group suggest likely 
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(Jennissen 2009). In this case we could conclude that having a Dutch-Moroccan 
ethnicity may be a protective factor for delinquency during emerging adulthood. 
 In addition to the ethnic differences, the effect of gender on self-reported 
delinquency fell away on the full model, suggesting that delinquent behavior by 
females is higher than we might expect. Age is also not predictive of criminal 
behavior, suggesting that older emerging adults (our sample ranged in age at wave 
4 from 20-24 years) are as likely to report delinquency as younger. These findings 
suggest that delinquency among native Dutch, among females, and among older 
emerging adults, is higher than official criminal justice statistics would suggest. 
 Two possible explanations for these results are selectivity in police practices and 
the nature of the self-report measure itself. These explanations are not mutually 
exclusive. As already mentioned, self-report studies are generally skewed towards 
less serious delinquency (Junger-Tas and Marshall 1999). Serious offences are more 
likely to be detected by the police, taken more seriously by the police, or reported 
to the police, explaining this skew. This explanation has in the past been put 
forward for discrepancies between self-report and official crime statistics on ethnic 
minorities, i.e., that ethnic differences do not exist for minor delinquency, but 
only for serious delinquency (Junger-Tas and Marshall 1999; Siennick and Osgood 
2008). However, in 1989 Junger also found a discrepancy for self-reports of official 
police contacts, with ethnic minorities under reporting their police contacts (Junger 
1989). Possible solutions to the suggested lack of validity of the self-report measure 
are examining both self-report and official statistics, an area for future research, 
as well as employing a within-person analysis approach. If under reporting occurs 
systematically looking at change within individuals can still inform us on what 
predicts changes in delinquent behavior for all ethnicities.
 In highlighting the advantages of looking at within individual change, another 
limitation of this study comes to light. We have several times described our risk 
factors as dynamic. However, as Serin and colleagues (Serin, Chadwick, and Lloyd 
2015) point out in order to call a factor dynamic one needs to demonstrate that it 
does actually change over time. One way to do this is to examine within-person 
changes in, for example, alcohol use, and relate these changes in delinquent 
behavior. This is certainly an important area for future research on delinquent 
behavior in emerging adulthood.
 Despite these limitations, we believe that examining risk factors for delinquency 
in the way we have done here remains a useful exercise. Firstly, our findings raise 
theoretical questions. For example, life-course and developmental theories of 
delinquency, notably Moffitt’s dual taxonomy (1993), suggest that less serious 
delinquency and antisocial behavior is limited to adolescence, with young 
people maturing out of this as they enter adulthood. Given our use of a general 
population sample, we can assume that the majority of the delinquents in our 
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study are not the more serious or chronic offenders. Yet, we have demonstrated 
that not only is delinquent behavior prevalent during this time of life, but also 
that some of the factors that predict adolescent delinquency continue to predict 
emerging adult delinquency. Identifying factors that distinguish individuals who 
have a higher likelihood of engaging in delinquency during emerging adulthood 
may help recognize those individuals in danger of becoming ‘ensnared’ (McGee, 
Hayatbakhsh, Bor, Aird, Dean, and Najman 2015; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, and 
Milne 2002) in a protracted pattern of delinquent behavior. This information is of 
particular interest to practitioners designing interventions for young people at risk 
of delinquency. On the basis of our results, we have learnt that parental relations 





See me, single and free
No tears, no fears, what I want to be.
One, two, take a look at you
Death by matrimony!
George Michael, Young Guns (Go For It)
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4.1 Abstract
Objectives: Test whether Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-limited offenders, which 
contends that as young people enter adult roles they exit the ‘maturity gap’ of 
adolescence and desist from crime, still applies given the changed nature of the 
early adult years. Examine whether spending time in adult roles remains a driver 
of desistance, and whether today’s emerging adults are at risk of experiencing a 
maturity gap between how adult they feel and the reality of their social situation.
Methods: Using longitudinal data from a Dutch general population sample aged 
18-24 years, fixed-effects models were run examining the effect of within-person 
changes in time spent in adult roles on self-reported delinquency and moderation 
of this effect by feelings of adultness.
Results: The more time spent in adult roles the less delinquency respondents 
consequently reported. This effect was moderated: When spending more time in 
adult roles and feeling more adult higher delinquency was reported than when 
spending more time in adult roles and feeling less adult.
Conclusions: Today’s emerging adults desist from delinquency in response to taking 
on adult roles. Possible interpretations for the unexpected qualification of this 
conclusion are discussed, as well as limitations such as the simplicity of our feeling 
adult measure.
Keywords





The age-crime curve based on self-reported delinquency generally shows that 
around the age of 18 prevalence of crime begins to drop off, continuing this 
downward trend throughout the 20s (e.g., Farrington, Loeber, and Jolliffe 2008; Kirk 
2006). Earlier explanations for this decrease in delinquent behavior often referred 
to maturation (Matza, 1964). For example, Glueck and Glueck (1950) concluded 
their subjects simply aged out of crime. More recently Gottfredson and Hirschi 
(1990) put it down to a natural spontaneous change in behavior which occurs with 
time. What these maturation explanations fail to achieve however is to ‘unpack the 
meaning of aging’ (Maruna 2001). 
Life-course criminology, including Moffitt’s (1993) dual taxonomy offers more detail. 
Moffitt states that the criminal behavior of adolescence-limited offenders, who 
make up the bulk of the increase and consequent decrease in criminal offending, 
is a means of dealing with the maturity gap experienced during adolescence, i.e. 
when young people are biologically but not yet socially mature. In the absence of 
legitimate alternatives, delinquency is perceived by many adolescents as a means to 
overcome their immature social status. Once legitimate adult social roles become 
available, this changes the incentive structure for deviance, and motivation for 
delinquency decreases (Moffitt, 1997). 
However, entering traditional adult roles, such as a permanent job, marriage, and 
parenthood, is increasingly delayed by emerging adults in contemporary western 
societies (Arnett 2000, 2015; Côté 2000). Rather than being seen as markers of 
adulthood, many modern day emerging adults see these roles as temporary statuses 
to be explored and experimented with as they discover ‘who they are’ (Arnett 1997; 
Mayseless and Scharf 2003). Emerging adults generally still aspire to a successful 
career and a lasting romantic relationship in the long run: they do want to make 
these kinds of long-term commitments, just not yet. Furthermore, some roles, such 
as stable employment, are increasingly difficult to achieve in today’s employment 
market (Côté and Bynner 2008). This raises the question of whether, given the 
temporary nature of adult roles in emerging adulthood, these roles continue to 
promote desistance amongst young people today. 
In this study, we test whether time spent in adult social roles is associated with self-
reported criminal behavior during emerging adulthood. Using a longitudinal dataset, 
we examine the cumulative effect of spending time in the adult roles of being in 
a relationship, being in employment and not education, and living independently 
of parents or caregivers, on desistance from crime in the late teens and early 
twenties. We also examine whether the maturity gap, i.e. feeling subjectively adult 
but not having an adult social status to match this feeling, remains a risk factor for 
delinquency during emerging adulthood. To address these questions the study uses 
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data from a Dutch, contemporary, general population sample, aged 18-24 years, 
with an oversampling of respondents with police contact prior to age 17.
4.2.1 Desistance and the transition into adulthood
 Whereas traditionally criminology has been interested in the onset of offending, 
with the introduction of the life-course perspective, the question of why individuals 
desist from crime has also become a focus of concern (Laub and Sampson, 2001). 
Most life-course criminological theories suggest that individual offending patterns, 
including desistance, are somewhat open to outside influences (Blokland, 2015). 
The outside influences often referred to are changes and transitions that occur 
in life-course domains of, for example, school, work, or romance. As they age 
adolescents tend to become increasingly anchored in conventional society, taking 
on adult social roles and the obligations and expectations that come with them. 
Taking on these adult roles triggers changes in adolescents’ routine activities and 
associations, their stake in conformity, and their personal identity; all of which 
have been linked to desistance. Focusing on changes in routine activities, Osgood 
points to the decrease in unstructured socializing that occurs during adulthood 
(Osgood, Wilson, O’Mally, Backman & Johnston, 1996). Warr (1998) also highlights 
the decline in contact with delinquent peers.  Sampson and Laub (1993; Laub and 
Sampson, 2003) attribute desistance from offending to the increasing levels of 
social control that result from continued investment in and commitment to adult 
roles of employee, spouse, or parent. Moffitt (1993) similarly stresses how, for 
the bulk of offenders, the adult social roles available as they enter adulthood are 
crucial. She refers to these offenders as ‘adolescence-limited’. 
 These adolescence-limited offenders, who start offending during adolescence 
only to cease as they reach adulthood, in terms of prevalence as well as frequency 
of crimes committed, make up the greater part of the increase and subsequent 
decrease in criminal behavior which gives the age crime curve its typical bell shape. 
Moffitt explains the increase in criminal behavior during adolescence as resulting 
from the gap which exists between biological and social maturity. When adolescents 
feel adult but do not have the social status to match this feeling, delinquency may 
be used as a means to fulfil this need for adult status. To Moffitt, increasing access 
to conventional adult roles both reduces adolescence-limited offenders’ motivation 
for delinquency by resolving the maturity gap and increases the costs of continued 
offending by increasing their stake in conformity. Others have also argued that 
changes in individuals’ self-perception and identity, not being a child anymore, are 
important in explaining desistance during the early adult years (e.g., Massoglia and 
Uggen 2010).   
 Regardless of the exact underlying mechanisms, studies in both the US and 
Europe have demonstrated desistance effects of employment (Savolainen 2009; 
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Verbruggen, Blokland, and Van der Geest 2012), marriage (e.g. Blokland and 
Nieuwbeerta 2005; King, Massoglia, and Macmillan 2007; Laub and Sampson 2003; 
van Schellen, Apel, and Nieuwbeerta 2012), and parenthood (e.g., Blokland & de 
Schipper, 2016; Zoutewelle-Terovan, van der Geest, Liefbroer, & Bijleveld, 2014). 
The desistance effect of these ‘traditional’ adult roles, such as marriage, has been 
shown to apply to both genders and to both older and more recent cohorts (e.g., 
Bersani, Laub, and Nieuwbeerta 2008). The effect has been found to lead to change 
in offending both in the short- and the long-term (Horney et al. 1995; Laub, Nagin 
& Sampson 1998). However, many of these studies have used older-aged and/or 
convicted samples (e.g. Blokland and Niewbeerta 2005; Farrington, 1998; Horney 
et al. 1995), who are arguably not very representative of Moffitt’s adolescence-
limited offenders, for whom the effects of adult social roles are predicted to be the 
strongest. 
 During the early years of adulthood, the age when criminal behavior first starts to 
decline as, according to Moffitt, the maturity gap is bridged, findings of the positive 
effects of adult roles are far less clear (Siennick and Osgood 2008; Weerman et al. 
2010). For example, Uggen (2000) found that employment only starts to have a 
desistance effect after the age of 26. In fact, Lustig and Liem (2010) found that 
earning higher wages was associated with an increase in emerging adults’ deviance. 
Regarding marriage, with the low marriage rate in developed countries during the 
early adult years (UN 2008), researchers have looked at cohabiting or intimate 
relationships. Meeuws, Branje, and Overbeek  found that for older adolescents and 
young adults having an intimate partner had no effect on delinquency. Siennick 
and colleagues (2014) found that cohabitation only had a desistance effect for 
people intending to marry. Becoming a parent in the early twenties is no longer the 
norm. For example, in the Netherlands in 2014 the average age of first birth was 
29 years for women and 32 years for men (Statistics Netherlands, 2015). In fact, 
early parenthood has been shown to be a risk factor for delinquent behavior (e.g., 
Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002; Stouthamer-Loeber & Wei, 1998). Craig 
(2014) found that parenthood during early adulthood did not have a desistance 
effect for all ethnic groups, and that there were differences depending on whether 
the child lived with the parent or not. Similarly, Dutch research found that, unlike 
having a child at the normative age, those entering parenthood at a young age 
do not differ in their delinquent behavior from non-parents (De Goede, Branje, & 
Meeus, 2009). Finally, Thornberry (2005), in an analysis of data from the Rochester 
Intergenerational study, concluded that much of the desistance in early adulthood 
happens before work or marriage transitions have occurred. The evidence that adult 
roles have a desistance effect for emerging adults is, therefore, far from conclusive. 
 Due to economic and social shifts in western societies, the early years of 
adulthood have changed dramatically for today’s young people. Arnett’s (2000; 
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2015) research on emerging adults, defined as young people aged 18-29 years, 
has demonstrated that this period of life is demographically different for today’s 
generations, compared to previous generations, with finishing school, marriage, 
and parenthood being delayed until later ages (for European examples see Buhl 
and Lanz 2007). For today’s young people traditional and more permanent adult 
roles are often seen as ‘perils to be avoided’ until later in their lives (Arnett 2004: 6). 
Present day emerging adults tend to perceive themselves as ‘being somewhere in 
between’ adolescence and adulthood, still devoid of long-term commitments, and 
free to experiment and explore what kind of person they want to be in life (Arnett 
2015). Research on the perceptions of the emerging adult years shows these to be 
highly similar across gender, ethnic background and social class (e.g. Hill et al. 2015; 
Reifman, Arnett and Colwell 2007).16 Nevertheless, the lives of emerging adults do 
still change as they leave adolescence, and despite the decrease in prevalence and 
desire for ‘traditional’ adult roles, this time of life remains demographically dense 
(Rindfuss 1991).
 Young people today stay in education for longer than previous generations, 
moving from compulsory education to higher education. Nevertheless, with an 
average age for completing education in the Netherlands of 22.5 years (Eurostat 
2012) many emerging adults do still leave education during the first years of emerging 
adulthood.  Furthermore, the majority of Dutch young adults enter employment 
(over 80%) once education is completed (Eurostat 2012). Notwithstanding the 
delaying of marriage in the western world, romantic relationships also remain 
important for emerging adults, with many spending time dating and in shorter-
term relationships before undertaking marriage or cohabitation (Fincham & Cui, 
2011). Finally, the average age of leaving home in the Netherlands is 22.8 years 
(Stoeldraijer, 2014), and so this too is another important transition undergone 
during the emerging adult period. 
 So, whilst emerging adults do not yet see themselves as entirely adult (Arnett 
2000), their lives are no longer like those of adolescents. We can see that in the 
period during which the age-crime curve first shows decreases in criminal behavior 
Dutch young people are starting to spend time in more adult-like roles. However, 
these transitions to adult roles are increasingly blurred and ambiguous, as well as 
16 The concept of emerging adulthood has been criticized as a middle-class phenomenon, arguing 
that young people with lower socioeconomic status (SES) have little room for experimentation 
(e.g. Bynner 2005). As such, emerging adulthood might be less relevant for explaining delinquent 
behavior as this tends to concentrate in lower SES groups. Still, the huge shifts in the mean age of 
transitioning to adult roles and the similarities in perceptions of the emerging adult years between 
high and low SES groups suggests that emerging adulthood effects all Western youths, regardless 
of social class, at least to some extent (Arnett, 2006).
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reversible (Rindfuss 1991). This has increased the heterogeneity of the life course for 
young people today compared to previous generations (Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007). 
The roles they take on during emerging adulthood are likely to be more temporary 
in nature than adult roles previously were. Whereas new roles are still taken on it is 
possible that due to their temporary nature they no longer promote desistance from 
delinquency, but that they allow the period of adolescent-like delinquent behavior 
to be prolonged. It is also possible that these adult roles, at this time of life, lead to 
an increase in delinquent behavior. For instance, moving out of the parental home 
has been found to increase substance use among emerging adults (Krohn, Lizotte, 
& Perez, 1997), while Lustig and Liem (2010) found a positive effect of higher wages 
on delinquency in emerging adulthood. Other adult roles may similarly lead to 
an escalation in delinquency, as they offer increased freedoms without increased 
responsibilities. The main aim of this study is therefore to determine whether, in 
light of the changing nature of adulthood, the adult roles emerging adults take on 
have a desistance effect, have no effect, or have a delinquent effect.
  A second aim of the study is to ask whether, if indeed these roles do promote 
desistance, those who do not experience them remain at risk of experiencing a 
maturity gap. To recap, Moffitt’s (1993) theory of adolescence-limited offenders 
states that a mismatch between biological and social maturity results in a maturity 
gap, the strain of which is dealt with by some, through engaging in delinquent 
behavior.  With the exception of Haynie, Weiss, and Piquero  who find an economic 
maturity gap for African Americans and Salvatore, Taniguichi, and Welsh (2013) 
who find evidence of a prolonged adolescent offender, little work has examined 
the maturity gap issue for emerging adults. We therefore first turn to research by 
Galambos and colleagues (Galambos et al., 2003, 2005; Galambos & Tilton-Weaver, 
2000) who have investigated the maturity gap during adolescence. They found that 
pseudo-mature adolescents, who feel older than their age but who lack psychological 
maturity, are at higher risk of problem behavior than mature adolescents, who feel 
older than their age but also have high psychological maturity, as well as immature 
adolescents, who lack psychological maturity but also feel younger than their age. 
This research demonstrates how the maturity gap catches only those adolescents 
who experience a mismatch between their subjective age and the reality of their 
maturity in terms of being self-reliant, having a consolidated identity, and having a 
strong work orientation. 
 In contrast, research by Massoglia and Uggen (2010), examining subjective 
adulthood in a sample of 29-30 year olds, i.e. people at the end of emerging 
adulthood, found that delinquent behavior was associated with feeling less adult. 
Desistance went hand in hand with feeling more adult and with transitioning into 
adult roles. It seems, therefore, that by the time young people are exiting emerging 
adulthood delinquent behavior is no longer seen as normative for their age group 
Desisting from crime in emerging adulthood: Adult roles and the maturity gap
82
and hence is associated with feeling less adult. However, for young people in their 
late teens and early twenties, feeling adult in some ways but not others (Arnett 
2000), it is likely that some are still at risk of experiencing the maturity gap of 
adolescence. If they feel subjectively adult, but they have not yet achieved the 
associated adult social status, this may lead to the continuation or escalation of 
delinquency rather than desistance.
4.2.2 The current study
In this study, our goals are twofold. First, we test whether spending time in adult 
roles, specifically those which are normative for today’s generation, still leads to a 
decrease in delinquent behavior, as Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-limited offenders 
contends. Regarding adult role transitions, we look specifically at the cumulative 
effect of being in a relationship, being in employment and not in education, and 
living independently of parents on delinquent behavior17. Our choice to examine 
the cumulative effect of adult roles is based on the assumption that combinations 
of roles are important and more likely to have a stronger effect during the transition 
from adolescence to adulthood (e.g., Bosick, 2012; van der Geest, Verbruggen, & 
Blokland, 2015). Furthermore, due to the temporary and reversible nature of these 
roles during emerging adulthood we chose not to examine adult role statuses as 
an end point, but rather the proportion of time spent in the roles over a given time 
period, recognizing that the roles can be moved into and out of.
 Our second goal is to examine whether emerging adults experience a maturity 
gap which they cope with through delinquency, as outlined by Moffitt’s theory and 
characterized by Galambos’ pseudo-adults. If they do, we would expect that when 
emerging adults feel more adult, but have spent less time in adult roles, they will 
be more delinquent than when they feel less adult and have spent less time in adult 
roles. We set out to answer these questions using a Dutch, contemporary, general 
population sample of emerging adults. 
4.3 Method
4.3.1 Sample
This study used data from the Transitions in Amsterdam project, a self-report 
study among a multi-ethnic sample of Dutch emerging adults, conducted by the 
Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (Blokland 2014). 
Men and women aged 18, 19.5, and 21 years, of Dutch, Moroccan and Dutch-
17 We do not include parenthood in our analyses as only 17 respondents (<2%) had become parents by 
the final interview wave. This is not unexpected given the trend for late childbirth in the Netherlands.
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Caribbean descent, defined by parental birth country, and residing in Amsterdam 
in October 2010 were randomly selected from the municipal registry. Sampling was 
stratified to contain about equal proportions of males and females and to over-
represent ethnic minorities and individuals with registered police contacts prior 
to age 17. Potential respondents were first contacted by mail followed by home 
visits. Of the 3,408 reached, 970 (28%) agreed to participate and completed the 
first interview. Sampled respondents came from all seven of Amsterdam’s city 
districts and from 84 of 89 possible neighborhoods, excluding only some very small 
neighborhoods (neighborhood population < 2,000). Comparing the final sample to 
the total population of Dutch, Dutch-Moroccan, and Dutch-Caribbean emerging 
adults in Amsterdam, 10.0% of the total population had a police record prior to 
age 17 compared to 19.2% of the final sample. The limited information available 
therefore suggests that the project succeeded in its aim to gather a representative 
sample of emerging adults, with a deliberate oversampling of those of with previous 
police records. Data collected included information on relationships, romantic, 
peer and parental, education and employment statuses, delinquent behavior, and a 
range of psychometric measures. In total four waves of interviews were carried out. 
The goal was for these to be carried out at six month intervals. Average monthly 
interval between wave one and wave two interviews was 6.4 months; between wave 
three and the previous interview (either wave one or wave two) was 6.2 months; 
between wave four and the previous interview (either wave one, two or three) was 
10.5 months. The reason for a higher mean interval period to wave four interviews 
was that all respondents, including those who had not participated in either or both 
waves two and three, were repeatedly contacted to increase participation in wave 
four. See Table 1 for demographic details of the complete samples at waves one, 
two, three, and four.









Sex 527 (54%) female 456 (55%) female 433 (56%) female 405 (58%) female
Age (years) M=20 SD=1.44
min 17, max 23
M=20.5 SD=1.4
min 18, max 23
M=21 SD=1.44
min 18, max 24
M=21.6 SD=1.37
min 19, max 24
Ethnicity Dutch = 414 (43%)
Moroccan = 367 (39%)
Dutch-Caribbean = 181 (19%)
Dutch = 381 (46%)
Moroccan = 286 (35%)
Dutch-Caribbean = 154 (19%)
Dutch = 382 (49%)
Moroccan = 250 (32%)
Dutch-Caribbean = 139 (18%)
Dutch = 350 (51%)
Moroccan = 210 (30%)




N=176 (18.1%) N=134 (16.2%) N=125 (16.1%) N=108 (15.6%)
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4.3.2 Measures
Delinquency. Respondents were asked whether they had committed any of 48 
offences during the last six-month period (wave one and four), or in the period since 
the last interview (waves two and three). If so, they reported the number times 
they had committed each offence. Some respondents reported a very high number 
of offences (see Table 2). We adjusted this variable to allow for a maximum total 
number of offences of ten (5% of respondents reported 10 or more offences) in 
order to limit skewedness. The list of offences used (available from the authors 
on request) was adapted from the Self-Report Delinquency Study (Junger-Tas, 
Terlouw, and Klein 1994) and the South Holland Study (Hofstra, van der Ende, and 
Verhulst 2001). 
Adult roles variable. At each interview respondents were asked about their 
relationship status, work status, educational status, and living arrangements for the 
previous six months (wave one) or the period since the last interview (waves two-
four) which varied in length per respondent. Status was recorded for each month, 
along with additional information such as hours worked, partner age, level of 
education, and neighborhood lived in. Relationship status referred to any romantic/
intimate relationship the respondent was in, i.e. not restricted to cohabiting 
couples. From this information, variables were created indicating the proportion of 
the preceding period in which respondents were in a relationship, in work and not 
in education, or living independently, i.e. not in the same accommodation as their 
parents/caregivers. For each variable a maximum score of 1 indicated the entire 
period was spent in a particular status. These three variables were then summed, 
resulting in a single variable, indicating the proportion of the previous period spent 
in the adult roles of being in a relationship, working and not studying, and living 
independently.18
 Feeling adult. At each interview respondents were asked ‘How adult do you 
feel’. Responses were given on a Likert scale from one to ten. This measure was 
developed following previous research by Arnett (2001) in which he asks ‘Do you 
think that you have reached adulthood’. 
18 Many of the demographic changes occurring for today’s generation of young people are the 
result of more young people engaging in post-secondary education. Going to college or university 
provides freedom from the constraints of compulsory education, and often also from parents. 
Nevertheless, we chose not to consider this as an adult role. This is a role that is generally confined 
to early adulthood and one which the majority of young people move out of after a few years. 





Unobserved differences between respondents, linked to both time spent in 
adult roles and delinquency, are likely to complicate causal inference when 
using observational data. Therefore, in order to control for any bias from these 
unobserved characteristics, fixed-effects models were run to test our hypotheses. 
In a fixed-effects model within-person change over time is examined, and therefore 
each person acts as their own control (Allison 2009). By examining within-
person change, fixed-effects models automatically control for all time-invariant 
characteristics and we can therefore be surer that any effects found are due to the 
variables included in the model. As our outcome, delinquency variable was a count 
measure, with evidence of over-dispersion (see means and variance for delinquency 
variable in Table 2), the use of negative binomial models was preferred. However, as 
Allison and Waterman (2002) discuss the fixed effects negative binomial model (in 
Stata command xtnbreg) is not a true fixed-effects model and it does not control 
for all time-invariant characteristics. To solve this problem we ran unconditional 
maximum likelihood negative binomial models including dummy variables for 
all respondents, as recommended by Allison (2009). The statistically significant 
parameters indicating over-dispersion (alpha) in our models indicate the choice for 
negative binomial over Poisson models was the correct one. 
 We included age in the models. Interval period between each interview was also 
added, to control for the fact that the length of time between interviews varied 
per respondent, and thus would affect the delinquency outcome variable as well as 
the adult roles predictor variable. The interval variable was measured in months. 
Predictor variables were lagged by one interview wave, i.e. the effect of predictor 
variables measured at (t-1) was tested for outcomes measured at (t). This method, 
whilst leading to the loss of data through the use of three measurement points 
rather than four, strengthens conclusions about causal direction of effect. 
 We first ran two unconditional maximum likelihood negative binomial models 
estimating the effect of spending time in adult roles and the effect of feeling adult 
in one time period on self-reported delinquency in the following time period. In 
order to test whether the maturity gap remains a risk factor for delinquency for 
this age group we needed to examine whether the effect of by spending time in 
adult roles on delinquent behavior is moderated by feeling adult. We therefore 
added an interaction term between the feeling adult and adult roles variables to 
the final model. All models included the control variables age, representing age for 
the period of reported delinquency, a lagged interval between interviews variable, 
to control for differences in time period reported on for time spent in adult roles, 
and a non-lagged interval between interviews variable, to control for differences in 
time period reported on for number of delinquent acts. 
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 Reversed models were also run with delinquency as lagged predictor variable 
and adult roles and feeling adult variables as outcome variables. By reversing the 
regression models, we are able to determine whether delinquency at one time 
period predicts being in adult roles or feeling adult in the following time period. It 
is important to determine the temporal sequence of delinquency and adult roles, to 
rule out the possibility that first desisting from delinquency occurs and then more 
time is spent in adult roles, i.e. that desistance causes spending more time in adult 
roles. It is also possible for both sets of models to be significant. This would indicate 
a cyclical process, whereby delinquency predicts adult roles which in turn predicts 
delinquency. 19
4.3.4 Attrition
 Of the 970 original respondents with whom interviews were carried out in wave 
one 827 took part in wave two, 721 took part in wave three, and 693 took part in 
wave four, giving a response rate at wave four of 71%. Respondents were more 
likely to take part in wave four if they had a native Dutch ethnicity (β=1.73, SE=0.8, 
p=.031), if they were not male (β=-0.72, SE=0.17, p<.001), and if they had a higher 
SES (β=-0.32, SE=0.1, p=.002). Participation in wave four was not predicted by self-
reported delinquency at wave one, being in adult roles at wave one, feeling adult 
at wave one or having a police record prior to age 17 years. Our choice of analyses, 
looking at within-person change, means that any bias from attrition is minimalized, 
although the generalizability of our results may be compromised.
4.4 Results
4.4.1 Descriptive statistics
Table 2 gives descriptive details of all the variables included in the models for 
each of the four waves. Here we outline differences between waves two and four 
on the dependent variables and differences between waves one and three on the 
independent variables, as these are the relevant variables used for the lagged 
analysis. Overall the number of respondents reporting delinquent behavior in the 
sample increased by four percent between waves two and four. Looking at the 
uncapped delinquency count variable mean number of offences reported increased 
between waves two and four. The capped variable shows a slight decrease in mean 
number of reported offences between waves two and four, from 1.32 to 1.29, 
suggesting that the increase in the uncapped variable was due to a few individuals 




offending at a higher frequency in wave four.
Table 2. Descriptive statistics of self-reported delinquency, adult role transitions and feeling adult 
from four interview waves.
Self-reported delinquency 1 or more delinquent act Mean (SD) Max number reported 
delinquency
Variance 
Wave 1 36% 3.61(16.83) 316 250.68
Wave 2 27% 2.67(9.8) 300 207.55
Wave 3 25% 2.24(8.51) 155 116.17
Wave 4 31% 3.61(14.71) 203 275.16
Cut off at maximum 10 offences
Wave 1 1.62(2.9) 8.41
Wave 2 1.32(2.67) 7.15
Wave 3 1.11(2.46) 6.46
Wave 4 1.29(2.72) 7.38
Adult role transitions Proportion of period in adult 
roles M(SD)
Maximum in adult roles 
(possible total=3)
Wave 1 0.79(0.72) 3 0.53
Wave 2 0.71(0.62) 2.64 0.39
Wave 3 0.73(0.62) 2.53 0.38
Wave 4 0.83(0.66) 2.82 0.43
Relationship status Proportion of period in a 
relationship M(SD)
% in relationship at time of 
interview
Wave 1 0.44(0.47) 61%
Wave 2 0.39(0.46) 61%
Wave 3 0.41(0.46) 60%
Wave 4 0.47(0.46) 52%
Employment status Proportion of period 
exclusively in employment 
M(SD)
% exclusively in employment 
at time of interview
Wave 1 0.12(0.29) 14%
Wave 2 0.15(0.31) 16%
Wave 3 0.18(0.33) 17%
Wave 4 0.18(0.33) 20%
Living independently Proportion of period living 
independently M(SD)
% living independently at 
time of interview
Wave 1 0.24(0.42) 24%
Wave 2 0.17(0.26) 31%
Wave 3 0.14(0.19) 36%
Wave 4 0.18(0.23) 41%
Feeling adult M(SD) Range Within-individual change M(SD)
Wave 1 7.3(0.92) 2-10 Wave1-2 0.88(0.96)
Wave 2 7.7(1.17) 1-10 Wave1-3 0.85(0.99)
Wave 3 7.7(1.17) 1-10 Wave1-4 0.62(0.72)
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Wave 4 7.4(0.92) 1-10
The number of respondents who were in a relationship at the time of the interview 
dropped from 61% in wave one to 60% in wave three. The average proportion of 
time respondents spent in a relationship during the period of either six months 
(wave one) or since previous interview, decreased slightly between wave one and 
three (from 0.44 to 0.41). The number of respondents at time of interview who were 
exclusively in employment and not in education increased from 14% in wave one 
to 17% in wave three, with the average proportion of the period spent in exclusive 
employment rising from 0.12 in wave one to 0.18 in wave three. The number of 
respondents who were living independently at time of interview increased from 
24% in wave one to 36% in wave three. However, the average proportion of period 
spent living independently decreased from 0.24 in wave one to 0.14 in wave three. 
Due to the increase in number of respondents starting to live independently during 
this wave, on average respondents have spent less time in this role. The average 
proportion of time spent in a combination of these adult roles decreased slightly 
from 0.79 in wave one to 0.73 in wave three. Average within-individual change in 
time in spent in adult roles between waves one and three was -0.12 (SD=0.65), 
indicating that in general across the three roles respondents spent less time in 
these roles at wave three than wave one. Looking at within-individual change in 
the three roles separately, between waves one and three, respondents spent on 
average less time in relationship or living independently (relationships: M=-0.03, 
SD=0.41, living independently: M=-0.15, SD=0.31)20, but more time in work and not 
in education (M=0.07, SD=0.36). Average responses to the question of how adult 
respondents feel, increased slightly between waves one and three from 7.3 to 7.7. 
Looking at within-individual change, 49% of respondents felt more adult at wave 
three than wave one, 38% remained the same, and 14% felt less adult at wave three 
than wave one. Average within-individual change in score for feelings of adultness 
between waves one and three was 0.43 (SD=0.95).
20 The fact that living independently is a negative change even though more people are living 
independently is possible if those who were living independently at wave one returned home 
before the wave three interview. This also partly explains why the proportion of time spent living 
independently decreases between waves as well.
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4.4.2 Effect of spending time in adult roles and feelings of adultness 
on delinquency
From model 1 (Table 3), we can conclude that, controlling for age and interval 
between interviews (lagged and non-lagged), spending time in adult roles has a 
significant negative effect on delinquency. For every one point increase in adult 
roles during one time period, where one point indicates the entire period spent in 
an adult role, delinquency decreases by 23%21 in the following time period. Model 2 
(Table 3) shows that feelings of adultness in one time period do not have any 
significant effect on delinquency in the following time period.22 Model 3 (Table 3) 
shows that the effect of adult roles in one time period on delinquency in the 
following time period remains significant, and of a similar magnitude, when feelings 
of adultness is added to the model. These three models indicate that there is no 
statistical mediation of adult roles and feeling adult, i.e. the effect of one variable 
on delinquency is not explained by the other. When the interaction term is added in 
model 4 (Table 3) the negative effect of spending time in adult roles is considerably 
larger. Feelings of adultness were mean centered in these analyses. Therefore, in 
model 3 the parameter for adult roles (-.264) represents the effect of being in adult 
roles on delinquency, while in model 4 the adult role parameter (-1.56) refers to 
the effect of spending time in adult roles at average levels of feelings of adultness. 
Therefore, at average levels of feeling adult, for one point increase in adult roles in 
one time period, delinquency rates in the following time period decrease by 80%. 
Surprisingly, model 4 shows a significant positive interaction effect between being 
in adult roles and feelings of adultness in one time period on delinquency in the 
following time period. A negative coefficient for being in adult roles and a positive 
coefficient for the interaction effect indicates that the negative effect of adult roles 
on delinquency increases as feelings of adultness decrease. Figure 1 illustrates this. 
As the figure shows at times when respondents felt less adult they reported lower 
rates of delinquency as they spent more time in adult roles. At times when they 
felt more adult they reported slightly higher rates of delinquency as they spent 
more time in adult roles. When spending less time in adult roles the difference in 
delinquency when feeling more of less adult was not considerable. 
 When the models were reversed, delinquency in one time period neither 
significantly predicted feelings of adultness nor spending time in adult roles in the 
following time period (results not shown), thus ruling out the possibility that the 
causal direction of effect also runs in the opposite direction. 
21 In the text we report incidence rate ratios rather than coefficients, as these are intuitively easy to 
interpret.
22 Age and interval lag are significantly correlated with feelings of adultness. This may explain their 
non-significance in this model.
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Table 3. Fixed effects negative binomial regression models including dummy variables examin-
ing the main and interaction effects of adult roles and feeling adult on delinquency (results for 
dummy variables not shown).
Model 1 (N=1896) Model 2 (N=1792) Model 3 (N=1792) Model 4 (N=1792)
β SE β SE β SE β SE
Age .259* .1 .086 .11 .088 .12 .085 .109
Interval lag .089** .034 .066 .04 .072 .05 .078 .04
Interval .155*** .042 .087 .045 .104* .046 .104* .046
Adult role -.266* .112 -.264* .117 -1.56* .653
Feeling adult .038 .059 .038 .059 -.093 .088
Adult role X feeling adult .173* .085
Intercept -5.552* 2.383 -1.995 2.652 -1.874 2.643 -.947 2.667
alpha .422*** .052 .407*** .052 .403*** .052 .395*** .051
N=number of observations *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001





In this study, our principle aim was to examine whether for today’s emerging 
adults spending time in adult roles leads to desistance from crime in the first years 
of adulthood, as contended by Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-limited offenders, 
or whether, due to the changed nature and meaning of these roles, their effect is 
negligible or even delinquent. We also aimed to test whether the maturity gap, 
whereby emerging adults feel adult but lack the corresponding adult social status, 
still poses a risk factor for delinquency during the emerging adult period. 
 Our results indicate that the more time emerging adults spend in adult roles 
the less delinquent behavior they engage in. The more time our respondents spent 
in a romantic relationship, exclusively in employment and not in education, and/
or living independently from their parents in one time period the fewer delinquent 
acts they reported committing in the following time period (vice versa is also true 
i.e. the less time spent in adult roles the more delinquency reported). These findings 
support Moffitt’s theory (1993) that adolescence-limited offenders desist from crime 
in response to assuming adult social roles. We questioned whether adult roles would 
still have an influence on delinquency for this generation of young people, given the 
changed nature of these early adult years. Arnett and others’ research (Arnett, 2015b; 
Mayseless & Scharf, 2003) has found that emerging adults do not generally aspire to 
traditional more permanent, adult roles during this time of life, often preferring to 
experiment and explore different roles before settling down. Furthermore, societal 
expectations concerning the early adult years have shifted, and changes in the labor 
market mean that permanent stable employment is less common (Côté and Bynner 
2008). We consequently might have expected spending time in these roles to have 
little or even an escalating effect on delinquent behavior. As it is, despite their often 
temporary and reversible nature, these roles remain important in terms of leaving 
adolescence and adolescence-limited offending behind. 
 In our sample of emerging adults feeling more or less adult had no significant main 
effect on delinquency. However, we did find a significant interaction effect between 
feeling adult and being in adult roles. Regarding our hypothesis on the maturity 
gap, whilst the effect of feeling adult on delinquency was dependent on time spent 
in adult roles the direction of effect did not support our prediction. Feeling more or 
less adult did not have a differential effect on delinquency when less time was spent 
in adult roles. Instead, feeling more adult and spending more time in adult roles 
resulted in slightly higher delinquency, and feeling less adult and spending more time 
in adult roles resulted in lower delinquency. How can we explain these findings that 
delinquency increases at times when respondents feel more adult and spend more 
time in adult roles? Why is it that only when feeling less adult does increased time 
spent in adult roles reduce delinquency?
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 As Arnett (2000) has highlighted, during emerging adulthood young people have 
increased freedom to experiment and explore their identity. They experience increased 
freedom from parents and educational institutions as they leave adolescence, but are 
generally not yet troubled by career or relationship obligations and responsibilities. 
As we have discussed, their adult role experiences, be they romantic relationships, 
employment or living arrangements, often have a temporary nature. This temporary 
nature may be a choice for some, whereas for others it may be a consequence of, for 
example, a lack of stable employment opportunities. Thornberry points out (2005: 171) 
that certain young people may be susceptible to these increased freedoms, becoming 
caught up in anti-social behavior as a result. It appears that when our emerging adult 
respondents feel more of adult they are at risk of responding to the greater freedom 
afforded by adult roles by increasing their delinquent behavior. Our results therefore 
partially correspond with the previous work on employment in emerging adulthood 
which has found increased employment or wages led to higher levels of delinquency 
(Blokland 2014; Lustig and Liem 2010). However, this effect is not universal. When 
emerging adults do not feel so adult they appear to avoid this risk. They respond to 
the changes in their lives, such as increasing freedoms and possibly instability, by 
desisting from delinquent behavior. A potential explanation for these differences may 
lie in who these emerging adults are comparing themselves to, who their reference 
groups are.
 During adolescence, young people feel subjectively older than their chronological 
age (Montepare & Lachman, 1989). Around their mid-twenties, this changes, with 
people beginning to feel younger than their chronological age. Galambos and 
colleagues (2005) speculate that this cross-over is a consequence of young people 
changing their reference group: Whereas in the first years of adulthood they still 
compare themselves to adolescents and so feel older, as they age they begin to 
compare themselves to older adults, making them feel younger. Whilst we have 
examined feelings of adultness rather than subjective age23, it is possible that the 
respondents who reported feeling less adult were comparing themselves to older 
adults. This would explain why lower feelings of adultness combined with adult 
roles would result in the adult normative behavior of desistance. In contrast, for 
those who reported higher feelings of adultness, if they were continuing to compare 
themselves to adolescents, moving into adult roles would not necessarily prompt 
a decrease in delinquency, a behavior which is more typical of adolescents. This 
explanation could also clarify why Massoglia and Uggen (2010) found that people 
23  We measured subjective age in waves one and four of our data. As we only have two data 
measurement points we could not include these in our analyses. However subjective age is 
significantly positively correlated with our feeling adult measure (wave one: r(965)=.16, p<.001, 
wave four: r(684)=.12, p=.002).
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later in their twenties felt less adult when engaging in delinquency. By this point in 
their lives they are more likely to compare themselves to older adults, rather than 
younger adolescents. Seeing as delinquency is a normative behavior in adolescence, 
but not adulthood, this would cause them to feel less like adults.
 This negative aspect of emerging adulthood is one that has not previously been 
explored in the emerging adult literature. Arnett’s theory of emerging adulthood 
has in the past been criticized for painting a too rosy picture of this time of life (e.g. 
Bynner 2005; Côté and Bynner 2008; Twenge 2006, but see also Arnett’s responses 
2006, 2015). Our results provide evidence of possible adverse consequences arising 
from the changing nature of the first years of adulthood. The increasing freedoms 
from parental, educational, or spousal control, or as the above-mentioned critics 
might argue, the lack of opportunities for permanent employment or affordable 
housing that today’s young people experience, appear to result in some emerging 
adults delaying the desistance, or not receiving the support which encourages the 
desistance, we would expect to see during adulthood. Supporting young people 
in the choices they make during this time of life, and adopting policies that help 
ensure possibilities are open to them, may help them leave the delinquency of 
adolescence behind. 
 This finding that some emerging adults are at risk of continuing to display 
behavior more typical of adolescents is perhaps not surprising if we consider other 
aspects of the emerging adulthood literature and previous research findings. Arnett 
and others (Arnett 2001; Facio and Micocci 2003; Hill, Lalji, van Rossum, van der 
Geest, and Blokland 2015) have found that this is an age of feeling in-between 
adolescence and adulthood. This age group thus shows signs of still being on Arnett’s 
(2015) winding road to adulthood. Whether our respondents who feel more adult 
will eventually age out of crime in response to other changes, such as increased 
responsibilities, stability, or social control, is as yet unclear. Continued longitudinal 
research on this group as they mature further into adulthood is therefore needed. 
4.5.1 Strengths, limitations, and future research
Our study has addressed a number of relevant points concerning the desistance 
process during the transition to adulthood. However, there are also some important 
limitations to be raised. Firstly, life-course criminology highlights the importance 
of viewing desistance as a developmental process rather than something that 
occurs overnight (Bushway, Piquero, Broidy, Cauffman, & Mazerolle, 2001; Laub & 
Sampson, 2001). This view matches the conceptualization of the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood as a gradual process, taking shape throughout the 
emerging adult years, rather than as an abrupt transition. By using a count, rather 
than dichotomous, dependent variable to measure delinquent behavior we try to 
tap into this idea that desistance can be a gradual process, unfolding over time. Our 
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measure of time spent in adult roles similarly reflects this gradual process. Yet, whilst 
previous research has shown that a single-item indicator of adultness is meaningful 
in predicting important differences in markers of adulthood (Johnson & Mollborn, 
2009), using such a simple measure does have its limitations. We are unable to 
distinguish between feeling adult emotionally, psychologically, or physically. Were 
future research to remedy this issue, we would have a better understanding of the 
differences between feeling more and less adult. Furthermore, future research is 
necessary to test our speculation that when at opposite ends of the feeling adult 
spectrum young people are in fact comparing themselves to different reference 
groups. 
 A further strength of our study was that we had a general population sample and 
thus our findings are particularly pertinent to low-risk offenders rather than restricted 
to the more serious offenders often studied in relation to desistance in adulthood. 
Moreover, unlike much research in the emerging adult literature that uses college-
samples, our respondents came from a range of socioeconomic and educational 
backgrounds, and included an over-representation of Dutch-Moroccan and Dutch-
Caribbean young people (see Table 1). This increases the generalizability of our 
findings across demographic groups within the Netherlands. As emerging adulthood 
has been shown to be relevant in different countries (e.g., Fadjukoff et al., 2007; Lanz 
& Tagliabue, 2007; Macek et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2004), including the Netherlands 
(Hill et al., 2015), and the effect of adult roles has also been demonstrated in a 
range of countries (e.g. Finland: Savolainen 2009; The Netherlands: Blokland and 
Nieuwbeerta 2005; UK: Farrington 1988; USA: Siennick et al. 2014), we are confident 
our findings would apply to other Western countries until future empirical research 
finds otherwise. Exploring whether and how the changing nature of young people’s 
lives applies to desistance from criminal behavior in other countries, would therefore 
be an important avenue for future research.
 By using lagged variables and running reverse regression models, as well as 
employing fixed effects analysis to look at within person changes, we have attempted 
to provide strong evidence for causal inference. By showing that changes in adult 
roles precede changes in delinquency, and that they are related to each other, we 
go some way towards demonstrating cause and effect. Of course, a consequence of 
using observed and non-experimental data is that we cannot rule out the possibility 
that something else caused both our respondents to spend more time in adult roles 
and to desist from delinquent behavior. Fixed effects models do not automatically 
control for time-varying factors. Nevertheless, we are happy that in the absence of 
evidence to the contrary our conclusions hold true.
 A further strength of our study was the short time interval between measurements. 
Life-course researchers have in the past called for more frequent measurement 
intervals precisely to help determine such issues of causality (e.g. Siennick et al. 
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2014). However, having only four waves of data collection, and thus following our 
respondents for a total of only 24 months, is rather limited. Following our respondents 
up to and including their exit from Arnett’s emerging adult period, i.e. age 29 years, 
would be advantageous. This would allow us to determine whether those who 
responded to the adult roles we measured by increasing delinquency do eventually 
desist, as they transition into other markers of adulthood, adjust to their increased 
freedom, and/or find stability in relationships, housing, and employment. 
 Our measure of adult roles was particularly able to capture the unstable transient 
nature of young people’s lives, rather than being restricted to a dichotomous measure 
of being in or out of certain roles. However, at present we are unable to make any 
definitive conclusions about the mechanism behind the effect of spending time in 
these adult roles. The nature of the variable would seem to suggest that it is unlikely 
to be the stability, and therefore social control, which these roles provide that led to 
behavior change. It is possible that the change was due to a shift in routine activities. 
However, that for some of our respondents spending time in these roles did not have 
a desistance effect suggests that a change in routine activities cannot be the sole 
explanation. Further research with this dataset should be able to shed light on this 
issue. Additionally, the adult role variable we created gave equal weight to all three 
roles included. Whilst previous research has demonstrated that combinations of 
roles are important during the transition from adolescence to adulthood (e.g. Bosick 
2012; Palmen et al. 2010), it may nevertheless be informative to examine the relative 
importance of the different adult roles for desistance, particularly with reference to 
our differing results for those who felt more and less adult.
 One final point for discussion concerns our choice of analysis method. We chose to 
analyze our data using fixed-effects models, rather than the group-based trajectory 
models often used to examine Moffitt’s taxonomy. Whilst space restricts us from 
examining the pros and cons of each approach here (yet see Skardhamar 2010 and 
Brame, Paternoster and Piquero 2012 for discussion), we briefly outline the reasons 
behind our choice. Our sample was a general population sample, albeit with an 
over-representation of young people with police contact during adolescence. As 
such, we made the a priori assumption that the majority of offenders among our 
respondents were likely to resemble Moffitt’s adolescence-limited offenders, rather 
than life-course persistent offenders. Furthermore, previous research supports the 
idea that similar processes of desistance apply across different offender ‘groups’ 
(Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Bosick, Bersani, & Farrington, 2015). We therefore 
examined whether a mechanism, in our case time spent in adult roles, applied 
across the board.
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4.5.2 Conclusion
This study has shown that, as Moffitt’s theory for adolescence-limited offenders 
contends, adult roles lead to desistance during the early years of adulthood 
when the age-crime curve first shows decreases in criminal behavior. Our results 
demonstrate that this process is true when examining age-normative adult roles 
for a contemporary sample of emerging adults for whom the pathway to adulthood 
looks very different to that of previous generations. However, we have also found 
that for some of these emerging adults the road to desistance in adulthood is not a 
simple one. Those who feel more adult as they spend more time in these adult roles, 
respond to these changes in their lives by increasing their delinquent behavior. This 
finding has important implications for identifying young people at risk of continuing 




Youth is wild, and Age is tame:
Age, I do abhor thee;
Youth, I do adore thee
William Shakespeare, A Madrigal
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Growing up: How personality maturation and adult role 
transitions relate to desistance from delinquency
Hill, J. M., Blokland, A. A. J., van der Geest, V. R., Branje, S. J. T., Hale, B., & Meeus, W. H. J. (submitted). 
Growing up: How personality maturation and adult roles transitions relate to desistance from 
delinquency.
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5.1 Abstract
Transitioning into adult roles and personality maturation are two important changes 
that the majority of young people experience as they exit adolescence and become 
adults. For young people who engaged in delinquency as adolescents, it is also a 
time when many desist from delinquent behavior. In this paper, we examine for 
the first time how personality maturation and adult roles transitions are related to 
changes in delinquency during emerging adulthood. Our analyses focus on within-
individual change, therefore controlling for individual differences, which likely 
affect two or more of our factors of interest. Using multilevel mediation models, 
we test for multiple directions of effect between these three factors, on a general 
population sample of Dutch emerging adults measured at two time points, as they 
enter adulthood and six years later (age T1 M=18.7, T2 M=24.6). Our findings show 
that declines in delinquency predict transitioning into adult roles, but that this 
relationship is fully mediated by increases in conscientiousness, lending support, 
we argue, to the cognitive transformation theory of desistance. 
Keywords
personality maturation; adult role transitions; desistance; cognitive transition 




The link between crime and personality has long been the subject of fascination 
(Eysenck, 1977; Wortley, 2011). It has been widely studied within the criminological 
field, with findings indicating that certain personality traits, such as low 
conscientiousness, are related to criminal behavior (Agnew, Brezina, Wright, & 
Cullen, 2002; Caspi et al., 1994; Steiner, Cauffman, & Duxbury, 1999; van Gelder 
& de Vries, 2012). The association between criminal behavior development and 
personality development has also been examined, with findings indicating that 
change in one area is related to change in the other (Ge & Conger, 1999; Klimstra, 
Akse, Hale, Raaijmakers, & Meeus, 2010). In addition, thanks to the growth of 
life-course criminology, the development of criminal behavior over time has been 
the subject of numerous studies, with theories and empirical studies addressing 
how changes in local life circumstances, such as transitioning into adult roles, are 
related to changes in criminal behavior. What is perhaps less well known amongst 
criminologists is that personality change has also been related to transitioning 
into adult roles. This is described as the social investment principle. The period of 
emerging adulthood, from age 18 to the mid to late 20s, is generally marked by 
considerable changes in all of these areas, delinquency, personality, and adult roles. 
However, to our knowledge, the relation between these three factors, personality 
maturation, transitioning into adult roles, and changes in delinquent behavior, has 
not yet been examined in one study.
 In this paper, we explore personality change and delinquency change together 
with transitions into adult roles using a longitudinal dataset with a general 
population sample of Dutch emerging adults. We examine within-individual changes 
in personality and delinquent behavior over time, relating these to the transitions 
young people make into adult roles. By focusing on within-individual change, we can 
test for how change in one area relates to change in another, whilst automatically 
controlling for stable differences between individuals. Using multilevel mediation 
models, we examine the direction of effect in the relations between personality 
change, transitioning into adult roles, and changes in delinquent behavior. 
5.2.1 Personality change and delinquency change in emerging 
adulthood
Personality is the set of psychological characteristics that define an individual. 
It can be formally structured into a number of different traits, which are used to 
describe differences between individuals. Personality traits are, in contrast to 
states, relatively enduring over time and situation. This implies that people behave 
consistently, from one day to the next and from one situation to the next (Costa & 
McCrae, 1994). The Five Factor Model (McCrae, 1990), or the Big Five, is a widely-
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used model of personality traits. In this model individuals are distinguished on 
the following traits: extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness to 
experience, and neuroticism, each of which can be further split into lower-level 
facets. Much previous research on personality and delinquent behavior has looked 
at between-individual differences using cross-sectional data (see, for example, a 
meta-analysis by Miller & Lynam, 2001). Findings show that antisocial individuals 
are characteristically low in agreeableness and low in conscientiousness. 
 Whilst personality traits are generally considered to be stable (Costa & McCrae, 
1994), there is evidence to indicate that personality is ‘plastic’: it can and does 
change throughout the life course (Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006; Soto, 
John, Gosling, & Potter, 2011; Srivastava, John, Gosling, & Potter, 2003). Similarly, 
as dynamic theories of criminal behavior posit, criminal behavior also changes 
throughout the life course, with the most dramatic changes occurring during 
adolescence (increases) and emerging adulthood (decreases). Looking at personality 
and criminal behavior longitudinally puts researchers in a better position to explore 
how these two factors might be related, by examining whether change in one area 
is related to change in the other. 
 Within the personality literature there are two models which address a possible 
causal relationship between personality and problem behaviour: the vulnerability 
model and the scar model (Tackett, 2006). The vulnerability model posits that 
possessing certain personality traits puts young people at higher risk of developing 
problem behaviour. In contrast, the scar model posits that exhibiting problem 
behaviour leads to changes in personality, such as lower conscientiousness or agree-
ableness. A study by Klimstra and colleagues (Klimstra, Akse, Hale, Raaijmakers, 
& Meeus, 2010), using an adolescent sample, tested these models concurrently, 
finding evidence for both directions of effect, and thus support for both models. 
During emerging adulthood we generally see decreases in delinquent behavior, 
as the well-known age-crime curve demonstrates (Farrington, Loeber, & Jolliffe, 
2008; Sweeten et al., 2013). The vulnerability and scar model lead to different 
expectations. According to the vulnerability model, we might expect to only see 
these decreases amongst individuals possessing certain personality traits, while 
according to the scar model, we might expect decreases in delinquent behavior to 
lead to changes in personality. On average, the changes in personality that we see 
during emerging adulthood are towards increased growth and maturation (Caspi, 
Roberts, & Shiner, 2005; Lodi-Smith, & Roberts, 2007).  But, can we link these 
changes to changes in delinquency during this period of the life course?
 Pioneering life-course criminologists the Gluecks (Glueck & Glueck, 1950) put 
the drop in criminal behavior during the early adult years down to psychosocial 
maturation. More recently scholars examining changes in personality and antisocial 
behavior specifically in emerging adulthood, propose that the desistance from 
103
5
delinquency that occurs during adulthood is paralleled by changes in personality 
during these periods, i.e., they co-develop (Monahan, Steinberg, Cauffman, & 
Mulvey, 2009; Morizot & Le Blanc, 2005). A small number of studies have examined 
and found evidence for this co-development during emerging adulthood. Monahan 
and colleagues (2009) found that whilst the vast majority of their sample of serious 
juvenile offenders demonstrated personality maturation as they transitioned into 
adulthood, those who desisted from offending during this period showed the 
greatest increases in impulse control and suppression of aggression. Looking at 
alcohol use disorders, Littlefield, Sher and Wood (2009) showed that decreases in 
problematic alcohol use corresponded to decreases in impulsivity and neuroticism 
during emerging adulthood. In a person-centered study of college students, 
Blonigen and colleagues (Blonigen, Littlefield, Hicks, & Sher, 2010) found that 
desisters from anti-social behavior showed the greatest mean-level decreases in 
novelty seeking and increases in reward dependence, in contrast to persisters, who 
did not show the same level of decline. In demonstrating that, whilst the general 
trend is towards desistance and maturation in emerging adulthood, those who 
simultaneously do not desist do not mature, these studies provide support for the 
idea of co-development.
 However, as Blonigen (2010), in his essay linking personality change and 
delinquency change, points out, co-development does not mean that there is 
a causal relationship between the two. Blonigen suggests that a possible third 
mechanism contributes to change in both delinquency and personality during 
emerging adulthood rendering any association between the two spurious. This is in 
contrast to the scar and vulnerability models discussed earlier, which do argue for 
causality. 
 Blonigen (2010) offers two possible mechanisms for the co-development of 
delinquency and personality: biological and sociological. We focus on the latter for 
the following reasons. Personality maturation during emerging adulthood has been 
linked to transitioning into adult roles. Similarly, life-course criminological theories 
draw upon transitioning into adult roles as an explanation for the changes in, or 
desistance from, delinquent behavior that occurs so rapidly during the early adult 
years. As previously stated, changes in personality and delinquency have not yet 
been simultaneously empirically tested with relation to transitioning into adult 
roles. We therefore discuss theories and evidence for the relationship between each 
separately before introducing the current study.
5.2.2 Personality change and adult social roles
Personality change during emerging adulthood generally conforms to the maturity 
principle (Roberts, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2001), in that we see increases in emotional 
stability, conscientiousness, and agreeableness during this period (Blonigen, 
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Carlson, Hicks, Krueger, & Iacano, 2008; Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006). 
Within the field of personality psychology, the social investment principle argues that 
adult social roles are the driving force behind personality maturation in emerging 
adulthood (Roberts, Wood, & Smith, 2005; Roberts, Wood, & Caspi, 2008). The 
theory is that conventional, normative adult roles come with certain expectations. 
If people commit to these roles, they are required to become more nurturing, more 
responsible, and more stable. Consequently, their personalities change (Roberts, 
Wood, & Caspi, 2008). Previous studies have demonstrated that as people enter 
adult roles, above all career related employment and romantic relationships, they 
increase in conscientiousness and emotional stability, and decrease in neuroticism 
(Bleidorn et al., 2013; Hudson, Roberts, & Lodi-Smith, 2012; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 
2007; Neyer & Asendorpf, 2001; Roberts, Wood, & Smith, 2005). Further support 
for the theory is lent by evidence that de-investment can occur (Hudson, Roberts, 
& Lodi-Smith, 2012), whereby, for example, decreases in emotional stability are 
associated with negative work experiences (Roberts et al., 2006). 
 Previous research has also demonstrated that investment in adult social roles 
and personality change is a reciprocal process. A study by Parker and colleagues 
(Parker, Lüdkte, Trautwein, & Roberts, 2012) of German post-high school youth 
found that changes in romantic relationships were associated with changes in 
personality, but also that personality at time one predicted relationship quality 
at time two. Roberts, Caspi, and Moffitt (2003) found that personality traits that 
predicted certain work experiences, such as commitment and autonomy, also 
then changed in relation to those work experiences. Specht, Egloff, and Schmulke 
(2012) found that personality both predicted major life events and in turn changed 
following these events. These findings indicate that, as Blonigen (2010) laid out for 
personality change and delinquency change, personality change and transitions 
into adult roles also co-develop. 
5.2.3 Delinquent behavior change and transitions into adult roles
The idea behind the social investment principle, that entering adult roles, which 
demand responsibility and adherence to conventional societal norms, results in 
personality change, is echoed in prominent life-course criminological theories of 
criminal behavior change. Sampson and Laub’s (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & 
Laub, 1993) age-graded theory of informal social control posits that forming social 
bonds with institutions and other individuals within conventional society during 
adulthood can lead to desistance from criminal behavior. They refer to adult roles 
as ‘turning points’ in the lives of offenders. Moffitt (1993), in her dual taxonomy 
theory, argues that as adolescence-limited offenders exit adolescence and gain 
access to legitimate adult social roles, their motivation for delinquency decreases, 
and thus they desist, i.e., exhibit behavior change. Giordano’s theory of cognitive 
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transformation (Giordano et al., 2002) also recognizes the importance of adult social 
roles, but emphasizes that these roles are not randomly assigned. Offenders need 
to undergo a cognitive transformation before they can make the most of the ‘hooks 
for change’ (p.4) offered by a spouse or employment. Empirical evidence for the 
desistance effect of transitioning into adult roles is substantial. Studies in both the 
US and Europe have demonstrated desistance effects of, for example, employment 
(e.g., Savolainen, 2009; Verbruggen, Blokland, & Geest, 2012) and marriage (e.g., 
Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; King, Massoglia, & Macmillan, 2007; van Schellen, 
Apel, & Nieuwbeerta, 2012). A more recent study has found this also to be true for 
contemporary emerging adults entering adult roles more relevant to this generation, 
such as living independently and engaging in non-marital relationships (Hill, Blokland, 
& Geest, 2016). However, a study by Zoutewelle-Terovan and Skardhamar (2016) found 
that offending declined prior to childbirth. Similarly, Skardhamar and Savolainen 
(2014) found that desistance also occurred prior to entry into employment. Huschek 
and Blokland (2016) found that older males who continued to offend were less likely 
to become fathers than those who had desisted, indicating that a change in behavior 
may occur before transitioning into parenthood. These findings demonstrate that the 
desistance process can begin before entry into adult roles is undertaken.
 We can sum up the literature on these three intertwined factors thus: personality 
change and delinquency change likely co-develop in emerging adulthood, personality 
change has been shown to be related to entering adult roles, and entering adult roles 
has been consistently linked to desistance from delinquency, with some studies 
showing desistance occurs prior to adult roles and others indicating that adult roles 
occur prior to desistance. There are, however, questions about how these three 
factors interrelate.  That adult social roles are linked to desistance and to personality 
change, and we know that personality change and delinquency change co-develop, 
suggests that the link between adult social roles and delinquency change is mediated 
by personality change. 
5.2.4 The current study
In the current study, we set out to examine whether transitioning into adult roles 
and changes in personality are related to changes in delinquent behavior in a sample 
of Dutch emerging adults. As outlined above, research has found that these three 
factors are related, but examining all three in one study has not yet been done. 
We examine transitioning into adult roles, changes in personality, and changes 
in delinquent behavior between two points in time: as young people are entering 
emerging adulthood and then again six years later. In this study, we examine the 
relations between adult role transitions, personality change, and delinquency 
change. We tested whether transitioning into adult roles predicts a decrease in 
delinquency, and whether this relationship is explained (mediated) by changes in 
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personality. Based on findings that desistance occurs prior to adult role transitions 
we also test whether decreases in delinquency predict transitions into adult roles, 
and whether this relationship is explained by changes in personality.
5.3 Method
5.3.1 Participants
Participants for this study came from the Conflicts and Management of Relationships 
study (CONAMORE: Meeus et al., 2006), a longitudinal study of Dutch adolescents 
carried out in The Netherlands. Ethical approval for the study was sought and 
provided by the board of a local research institute. At wave one the study comprised 
two age cohorts: adolescents aged under 16 (Mage=12.46) and those aged over 16 or 
over (Mage=16.88). In this study, we use only the sample aged 16 or over at wave one 
(N=390). This study makes use of the third (T1; N=368) and sixth measurement (T2; 
N=290) waves of the study. At T1 the sample had all reached the age of 18 (M=18.67, 
SD=0.8), i.e., had reached legal adulthood; at T2, collected six years later, average 
age was 24.6 (SD=0.77). Slightly over half the sample was female (T1: 57%; T2: 59%) 
and the majority was ethnically Dutch (T1: 87%; T2: 90%). 
 At the first wave of the CONAMORE study 390 older adolescents took part, 368 
participants took part in wave three, and 268 completed all the measurements 
at wave six. Attrition is therefore an issue. The pattern of missing values was 
evaluated with Little’s MCAR test using all the variables from this study, as well 
as demographic variables. The test indicated that the data was missing at random 
χ2 (N=390, 41) = 28.322, p=.933. We therefore applied full information maximum 
likelihood for our model estimations. 
5.3.2 Procedure
Participants were recruited from 12 high schools and vocational further education 
colleges located in Utrecht province in the Netherlands. Once participants and 
their parents had received detailed information on the study those who chose to 
participate provided written consent. Students filled out the questionnaires for the 
first wave during school hours and for the following waves during home visits from 
research assistants. The first five waves were carried out annually, and the sixth wave 
was carried out after a break of four years. This sixth wave was collected in 2009/2010. 
The questionnaires for the first five waves consisted of a number of psychometric 
scales, covering areas from depression, aggression, and delinquency, to details of 
relationships with parents and peers. In addition to these, at the wave six interview 
a life history calendar was taken. In the calendar participants provided details of 
living arrangements, educational history, employment history, relationship history, 
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parenthood, and other important life events since the age of 12 years. In the current 
study, we make use of the Big Five personality measures and the delinquent behavior 
scales taken during the third (T1) and sixth (T2) measurement waves. There was 
therefore a period of six years between T1 and T2. We use the life history calendar to 
determine the adult roles transitioned into throughout the study period.
5.3.3 Measures 
Personality. The personality dimensions extraversion, agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience were measured using 
the Dutch shortened version of the Big Five questionnaire at both measurement 
waves (Gerris et al., 1998; Goldberg, 1992). This measure contains 30 characteristics, 
six relating to each of the dimensions, e.g., talkative (extraversion), helpful 
(agreeableness), neat (conscientiousness), anxious (emotional stability), and creative 
(openness to experience). Participants rated on a scale of 1 to 7 how much each 
characteristic applied to them. Reliability coefficients were high, with alphas ranging 
from 0.76 to 0.94. A factor analysis (Principal Axis Factoring, direct oblimin rotation) 
carried out independently on both waves identified five unique factors, accounting 
for 52% and 59% of total variance. 
 Delinquency. Delinquency was measured at both measurement waves using a scale 
previously developed for a Dutch sample (Baerveldt, van Rossum, & Vermande, 2003). 
Participants indicated whether they had committed any of a list of 16 delinquent acts 
during the previous 12-month period, and if so whether they had committed the act 
once, two-three times, or four times or more. Two items were removed from the 
scale, using marijuana and being arrested by the police, as these do not represent 
offences under Dutch law. The 14 resulting items included shoplifting, stealing a 
moped or scooter, breaking and entering, and being involved in a fight. We summed 
these items to create a count scale. See Appendix A for a full list of offences. 
 Adult role transitions. At T2 a life history calendar (LHC) was completed by 268 
participants (Meeus, 2010). The information collected covered all changes in 
living situation, education, and romantic relationships since the age of 12, as well 
as employment once no longer in education, marital status, and parenthood. We 
determined from this information whether participants had transitioned into the 
adult roles of living independently of parents, cohabiting, marriage, employment 
when no longer in education, and being a parent. Using this information, we created 
two variables indicating the number of transitions undergone prior to T1 and those 
undergone prior to T2 when the LHC was taken, such that a maximum score of 5 
would indicate that all transitions had occurred. 
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5.3.4 Analytic Strategy
We first examined absolute stability (comparing mean values at T1 and T2) and 
relative stability (the correlation between scores at T1 and T2) to understand how 
our key variables have changed over time. We also examined intraclass correlations 
(ICC), which indicate the percentage of total variance accounted for at the between-
individual level compared to the within-individual level. 
 To test how change in one area was related to change in another, we examined 
within-individual changes over time. For each variable, we first calculated the 
mean score for each individual from the T1 and T2 scores, i.e., their person mean.24 
We next calculated variables which indicate within-individual change between T1 and 
T2. These variables were, for each individual, the deviation of their score at T1 from 
their person mean and the deviation of their score at T2 from their person mean (see 
Allison, 2009). For example, if a participant scores 3 for conscientiousness at T1 and 
4 for conscientiousness at T2, their person mean is 3.5. Therefore, their deviation 
score at T1 is -0.5 and their deviation score at T2 is 0.5. The within-individual change 
variables were used as the independent and mediator variables in our models. By 
looking at within-individual changes over time in this way we automatically controlled 
for any stable unobserved differences between participants that may be linked to 
personality, adult role transitions, and delinquency. We were able to focus specifically 
on whether change in one area is related to change in another. 
 We first examined the correlations between these within-individual change 
variables. On the basis of significant correlations between all three factors, we 
examined whether personality change predicted adult roles transitions, whether 
adult role transitions predicted delinquency change, and whether personality change 
predicted delinquency change, in each case also examining the reverse direction of 
effect. We then examined whether there was evidence for full or partial statistical 
mediation of any of these relationships, by testing for direct and indirect effects. Due 
to the high number of statistical tests, a correction rate was applied to the significance 
level to decrease the probability of making a Type I error (Benjamini & Hochberg, 
1995; corrected alpha is p<.045). All models were estimated using multilevel structural 
equation modelling in Mplus, following the method from Preacher, Zyphur, and 
Zhang (2010). The multilevel structure indicates that time (level 1) is nested within 
persons (level 2). In the models with delinquency as dependent variable, negative 
binomial models were run, as delinquency was an over-dispersed count variable 
where the variance is larger than the mean (T1: M=2.48, SD=5.11, variance=26.15; 
24 These mean scores were used to examine between-individual differences. We do not present these 
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T2: M=1.75, SD=3.06, variance=9.38). In all other cases, linear models were run.25 The 
models were run with maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors. 
The indirect effects were estimated in Mplus by multiplying the coefficients of paths 
a and b, following the approach of Hayes (Hayes, 2009), which provides a statistical 
test of mediation. Standard errors of the indirect effects were calculated in Mplus 
using the multivariate delta method (Bollen, 1987). See Hoeben and Weerman (2016) 
for a previous application of this method.
5.4 Results
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations between all variables at 
T1 and T2. Looking at the personality measures, extraversion, conscientiousness, 
and emotional stability are highly stable over time (coefficients above .6), 
agreeableness and openness to experience slightly lower stability (.4 and .5). Results 
of paired samples t-tests indicated that whilst mean scores of extraversion and 
openness to experience did not significantly differ between T1 and T2 (both p>.1), 
conscientiousness (t(283)=7.279, p<.001), agreeableness (t(283)=4.085, p<.001), and 
emotional stability (t(283)=2.576, p=.011) all significantly increased over time. The 
ICCs indicate that the majority of variance in the personality variables is explained 
by differences between-individuals. Delinquency falls significantly between T1 and 
T2 (t(283)=-0.754, p=.002), and the correlation between the two scores indicates 
quite high relative stability over time (.5). The ICC indicates that about half of 
the variance in delinquency is explained by differences between-individuals and 
half by differences within-individuals over time. A small minority of participants 
transitioned into adult role(s) prior to T1 (6%), whilst at T2 the majority had 
transitioned into at least one adult role (92%), with a third having transitioned into 
two adult roles (30%), and a quarter having transitioned into 3 or more adult roles 
(27%). The ICC for adult role transitions indicates nearly all variance is explained by 
differences within-individuals over time. Adult role transitions were significantly, 
but weakly correlated with agreeableness and conscientiousness at T2.
 Table 2 presents the correlations between the within-individual change variables 
for each of the personality factors, adult roles transitions, and delinquency. 
These results indicate that change in agreeableness and adult role transitions are 
correlated. Change in conscientiousness, adult roles transitions, and changes in 
delinquency are all correlated with each other. Based on these results, multilevel 
models examining the paths between changes in conscientiousness, adult role 
25 Personality scale values cannot be meaningfully interpreted. We therefore do not attempt to 
interpret the coefficients in our models.
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transitions, and changes in delinquency were tested. Within-individual change 
variables for the other personality factors were included as control variables in the 
models. 
 First, we inspect the total effect of each variable on the other. Adult role 
transitions significantly predict increases in conscientiousness (β=0.243, SE=0.044, 
p<.001) and increases in conscientiousness significantly predict adult role transitions 
(β=0.303, SE=0.052, p<.001). Delinquency is a significant negative predictor of 
conscientiousness (β=-0.072, SE=0.035, p=.042). Delinquency is a significant 
negative predictor of adult roles transitions (β=-0.091, SE=0.046, p=.048). 
However, neither conscientiousness nor adult role transitions significantly predict 
delinquency. In tests for indirect relationships, there was evidence of mediation in 
one model. The relationship between delinquency change and adult role transitions 
was fully mediated by changes in conscientiousness (β=-0.010, SE=0.004, p=.002). 
See Figure 1. (Full results tables in Appendix C).
Table 2. Correlations between within-individual changes in personality, adult roles transitions, 
and delinquency







Conscientiousness -.017 .052 -
Emotional stability .071 .014 .005 -
Openness to experience .044 .041 .020 -.005 -
Transitions -.022 .072 .218 .048 -.001 -
Delinquency -.037 -.071 -.200 -.008 -.054 -.259
Note: significant correlations in bold at p<.05 level.
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5.5 Discussion
Different aspects of the relationships between personality change, delinquency 
change, and transitioning into adult roles have been considered by both personality 
and life-course criminology theories and have been the subject of numerous 
empirical studies over the years. However, to date, the interrelation of all three 
of these factors has not been examined in emerging adulthood, a time when we 
see both dramatic mean level changes in personality and delinquent behavior, and 
when young people start to transition into adult roles. Indeed, in our sample we 
saw significant increases in personality maturation and decreases in delinquency 
between our two-time points, as expected. Furthermore, by the second time-point, 
when aged on average 24 years, the majority of our sample had transitioned into 
at least one adult role. Exploring how personality maturation and transitioning into 
adult roles relates to declines in delinquency was the goal of this paper. We found 
that the relationship between decreases in delinquency and transitioning into adult 
roles was explained by increases in conscientiousness.
 When looking at within-individual change, of all five personality factors, 
conscientiousness was the only one to be correlated with both adult roles 




transitions and delinquency. Looking at the paths between these three factors we 
found that a decline in delinquent behavior between the two time-points in our 
study predicted an increase in conscientiousness between the two time-points. This 
finding supports the scar model of personality and antisocial behavior, whereby 
changes in delinquent behavior are associated with changes in personality, albeit 
in this case in a positive direction, i.e., decreases in delinquency are associated 
with personality maturation. This corroborates previous evidence for this model 
found in adolescence, using multiple time points, and looking at personality facets 
rather than the broader traits that we examine (Klimstra et al., 2010; Klimstra et al., 
2014). Although we cannot be sure whether the decline in delinquency preceded 
the increase in conscientiousness, as conscientiousness has consistently been 
related to delinquent behavior in cross-sectional studies it is interesting to find 
that over time decreases in delinquency behavior have this positive association 
with conscientiousness. That changes in these two areas are associated seems to 
support previous findings on their co-development during emerging adulthood 
(Blonigen et al., 2010). 
 Next, we turn to the relationship between adult roles and delinquency. We 
found that declines in delinquent behavior between the two time-points predicted 
transitioning into adult roles between the two time-points. To our surprise, we did 
not find the opposite, that transitioning into adult roles predicted a decrease in 
delinquent behavior in our sample of emerging adults. This may be a consequence 
of using a general population sample, in comparison to many previous studies 
which have used high risk samples (e.g., van der Geest, Bijleveld, & Blokland, 2011). 
It is also possible that had we used a more qualitative measure of the adult roles our 
emerging adults transitioned into, for example, satisfaction with living situation 
and relationship or stability of employment, we may have found an effect. The 
life-course literature often emphasizes, for example, the ‘good marriage effect’, 
highlighting the importance of marriage quality (Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998; 
van Schellen et al., 2012). Furthermore, Laub and Sampson (2003) stress that role 
stability is necessary for desistance. Our measure of transitions into adult roles did 
not take into account quality or stability of the roles transitioned into. This is clearly 
an area that future research should address to determine whether some measure of 
the quality of adult roles transitioned into predicts delinquency desistance during 
emerging adulthood. 
 Whilst our findings do not fully support the life-course theories of Sampson and 
Laub or Moffitt, they are, however, in line with one life-course theory of desistance 
discussed. We found not only that declines in delinquency predicted whether 
our emerging adults transitioned into adult roles, but that this relationship was 
explained by increases in conscientiousness between the two time-points. This 
finding lends cautious support to the cognitive transformation theory of desistance 
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(Giordano et al., 2002), whereby cognitive change is required in order for adult 
roles to aid desistance. From our findings, it appears that the Gluecks were right: 
declining delinquency is associated with psychosocial maturation, specifically, 
increases in conscientiousness (psycho) and transitioning into adult roles (social).
 It could be argued that our interpretation of the cognitive transformation, as 
an increase in conscientiousness, is not entirely in line with how the authors of 
the theory construe this. What exactly this cognitive transformation is remains 
somewhat ambiguous on reading Giordano and colleagues 2002 paper. This 
cognitive transformation could be viewed as a conscious change in motivation or 
identity, rather than as personality maturation, which is likely a more unconscious 
process. The two key findings that we use to support our interpretation are 
that, first, change in delinquent behavior predicts transitioning into adult roles, 
suggesting that declines in delinquent behavior are necessary to enter the roles, 
and second, that an internal change occurs, namely a switch towards increased 
levels of conscientiousness, which is associated with both delinquency change and 
adult roles. These findings indicate that a transformation in behavior and personal 
characteristics is needed to enter adult roles, and we feel conform to the idea of a 
cognitive transformation and thus support the theory.
 Our findings have several theoretical and practical implications. The main 
implication in terms of theory is that, in our interpretation, cognitive transformation 
theory of desistance appears to be particularly relevant to emerging adults. This 
finding may be a feature of our use of a general population sample. As the personality 
literature and the age-crime curve attest to, personality maturation and desistance 
from delinquency is normative for this age group. That these two aspects predict 
transitions into adult roles may reflect this normativity. This may simply indicate 
that these young people are growing up, an inevitable psychosocial maturation. 
This population may not, as might be the case for more serious offenders, require 
social control to be enforced by a spouse or employer to act as a catalyst to behavior 
change. However, this suggestion implies that, other than time, little is needed 
to ensure desistance, maturation, and transitioning into adult roles, as these are 
normative occurrences for the majority of emerging adults. We did see, however, 
considerable inter-individual variation in personality change, delinquency change, 
and in the pathway into adult roles. Our findings indicate that individuals who do 
not desist, who do not increase in conscientiousness, are at risk of missing the boat 
to adulthood, i.e., not transitioning into adult roles.
5.5.1 Limitations and future research
We have chosen in this study to use an aggregate measure of adult roles transitions 
and of delinquency. We were interested in both the cumulative effect of adult roles, 
rather than specific roles, as well as the effect on delinquency in general, rather 
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than specific subtypes of delinquency. The theories of why transitioning into adult 
roles leads to changes in personality (Roberts, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2001) and why 
transitioning into adult roles leads to desistance (Sampson & Laub, 1993), do not 
explicitly distinguish between different adult roles or different type of delinquency; 
hence our choice to aggregate. However, future research could focus on this issue. 
It is possible that certain adult roles have stronger effect on certain personality 
traits, or that only emerging adults that engage in a particular type of delinquency 
desist in response to adult roles.
 Another important point to address is the temporal structure of our data. 
We have examined relationships between change in personality and change in 
delinquency measured at two time-points and the transitions into adult roles that 
occurred between these two time-points. We cannot know exactly when in the 
six-year period between time one and time two the changes in personality took 
place or when the decreases in delinquency took place. In order to make more 
exact statements about the temporal order of, for example, desistance from 
delinquency, increases in conscientiousness, and transitioning into adult roles, 
and therefore also about cause and effect, we would need to use three or more, 
ideally evenly spaced, proximal measurement points. We would then be able to 
examine, for example, adult roles and delinquency over the same 12-month time 
period. With our current data structure, whether changes in delinquency occurred 
prior to adult role transitions, whether they caused the transitions, is not certain. 
However, our argument that change is necessary in order to transition into adult 
roles is strengthened by the fact that transitioning into adult roles did not predict 
decreases in delinquency. Nevertheless, these issues would clearly be a fruitful area 
for future research with this age group.
5.5.2 Conclusion
Our findings indicate that delinquent behavior change and changes in 
conscientiousness are associated with transitioning into adult roles. We have 
argued that this supports the cognitive transformation theory, whereby in order to 
be able to make the most of the hooks for change offered by adult roles individuals 
need have more mature personalities and show a decline in delinquent behavior. We 
believe we have extended the scope of the theory by applying it to a mixed gender, 
general population sample and hope that this acts as a spur for future research in 
the area of cognitive transformations and desistance.
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We can do what we want to do
We can do anything
Free to be who we want to be
Just tell yourself you can do it
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6.1 Abstract
Role change is a central feature of the transition to adulthood. These transitions are 
not always linear. It is unclear whether ‘boomeranging’ back into dependent roles 
is problematic to later life outcomes or represents healthy role exploration. Using 
a person-centered approach, we explore whether role dependence (remaining in 
dependent roles), role progression (movement into independent roles), or role 
boomeranging (moving from independent to dependent roles) clusters within 
individuals, using a sample of Dutch emerging adults. Three distinct classes 
emerged. The ‘experimenter’ class was characterized by low progression into 
independent roles. These participants experimented with employment, education 
and relationships, but experienced highest levels of boomeranging compared 
to other classes (‘early independents’ and ‘achievement-focused singles’). 
Experimenters were most likely to be involved in delinquency. We discuss the low 
levels of ‘boomeranging’ found in our young sample and whether the experimenter’s 
pattern of role change signals a pathway to continued instability into adulthood.
Keywords





The transition from adolescence to adulthood involves many changes across 
different life domains. Moving into new, more independent roles is generally 
welcomed by young people, as it reflects increasing freedoms, and the chance to 
explore and experiment. Furthermore, transitioning into adult roles has, in the life-
course criminological literature, been linked to desistance from criminal behavior 
(e.g., Moffitt, 1993; Sampson & Laub, 1993). However, many of today’s emerging 
adults do not transition in a linear manner from a dependent adolescent status to 
an independent adult status (Rindfuss, 1991). Multiple role changes, which may 
represent regressing back into more dependent, less adult roles, have increasingly 
become a feature of this time of life (Farris, 2016; Kaplan, 2009; Mitchell, 2006). In 
the popular media, this phenomenon is commonly referred to as ‘boomeranging’, 
particularly in reference to returning to live in the parental home (e.g., Chevreau, 
2011; Marsh, 2016; Pennington, 2015; Sussman, 2015; Talty, 2015). This turbulence 
(Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007) may have negative consequences, not just for well-
being, but also for problem behavior (Arnett, 2015b), as young people no longer 
experience the stability and responsibilities generally associated with normative 
adult roles. It is the stability and responsibilities that some life-course theories 
highlight as being the key to desistance in adulthood.
 The goal of this research paper is twofold. First, we identify classes of young 
people based on their experiences of moving into and out of adult roles during early 
adulthood. Specifically, we explore role boomeranging during the early adult years 
by examining the frequency with which young people move from independent adult 
roles, back into more dependent adolescent-like roles. The roles we examine are: 
being in a relationship or being single, being in or out of education (distinguishing 
between having graduated or left prematurely), being employed or unemployed, 
and living independently (alone, with peers, or with a partner) or living dependently 
(with parents or other guardians). We distinguish between progressive change 
from dependent to independent roles, and regressive change from independent to 
dependent roles. In examining whether some young people move into adult roles 
(progress), or back out of adult roles (boomerang) across these domains, we also 
examine whether there are emerging adults who remain stably ‘stuck’ in more 
dependent, adolescent-like roles.
 The second goal of this research paper is to examine whether certain patterns 
of adult role progression or boomeranging have consequences for delinquent 
behavior in emerging adulthood, or are the consequence of delinquent behavior 
during adolescence. We use a life-course criminological framework to ground 
our arguments. To date, to our knowledge, no empirical research has focused 
on whether adult role progression vs. boomeranging in emerging adulthood is 
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related to delinquency. We take a person-centered approach to answering these 
two questions, examining how young people move between roles across different 
domains simultaneously. Using a latent class analysis and a temporally rich dataset, 
we distinguish classes within our sample of multi-ethnic, Dutch participants (17-24 
years old) based on whether they move into and or out of adult roles from month 
to month over a two-year period. In this way, we identify whether role progression 
or boomeranging in the different life domains of romantic relationships, education, 
employment, and living situation, clusters together. We then examine how 
delinquent behavior is related to the pattern of role change experienced.
6.2.1 Role stability, progression, and boomeranging during 
emerging adulthood
The term emerging adulthood (Arnett, 1999) refers to the early years of adulthood, 
from age 18 to 29 years old (Konstam, 2007). However, emerging adulthood is not 
simply determined by chronological age. Emerging adults’ lives are qualitatively 
different from ‘full’ adults. During this time of life, recent generations of young 
people across the western world report feeling adult in some ways, but not in 
others. Arnett argues that, no longer subject to the restrictions of adolescence and 
often not yet bound by responsibilities to a spouse, children, or more permanent 
employment, many emerging adults spend these years focusing on themselves. 
They explore and experiment with who they want to be and what they want to 
do in life. In doing so, they generally transition from dependent roles into more 
independent roles. However, the idea of young people transitioning in a linear 
manner from a dependent adolescent status to an independent adult status is 
becoming less relevant (e.g., Rindfuss, 1991; Shildrick & MacDonald, 2007). Emerging 
adults regressing or boomeranging from more independent adult roles back into 
dependent non-adult roles, such as returning to the parental home (Farris, 2016; 
Mitchell, 2006) and experiencing periods of unemployment (Kaplan, 2009), appears 
to be becoming increasingly prevalent. In this paper, we examine this phenomenon 
of boomeranging in emerging adulthood. We view this boomeranging, or switching 
back from more independent to dependent roles as a form of instability, with 
instability being one of the key features of emerging adulthood according to Arnett 
(2015b). We explore whether this instability is interdependent, i.e., occurs across 
these different life domains simultaneously.
 The life course, particularly during these emerging adult years, is increasingly 
heterogeneous (P. Cohen, Kasen, Hartmark, & Gordon, 2003), making it difficult 
to predict the pathways young people take (Mouw, 2008). Macro-economic 
circumstances have also lead to an uncertain climate for the most recent generations 
of young people entering adulthood (Crocetti et al., 2015) Nevertheless, change in 
one area of life is often related to change in other areas (P. Cohen et al., 2003; Stone, 
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Berrington, & Falkingham, 2014), for example, getting a job may instigate a change 
of living situation (Kerckhoff, 2003). We might therefore expect role instability, 
represented by moving into and then back out of adult roles, to be interdependent 
across life domains: if someone moves in and out of employment frequently, their 
living situation might also be affected, with them having to return to the parental 
home at times of financial uncertainty (Farris, 2016). Similarly, stability across 
domains might also be interdependent. For example, someone who remains in a 
stable cohabiting relationship is likely to also experience a stable living situation. 
When looking for these patterns of role progression and boomeranging in emerging 
adulthood there are certain situational factors which might impact the experiences 
young people have.
 Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, with lower levels of social, 
human, or economic capital, are less likely to have the resources, or financial safety 
net in case of failure, to experiment with or move into different roles (Bynner, 
2005). Arnett’s theory of emerging adulthood has been criticized by some for 
ignoring the experiences of this demographic of young people (J. Côté & Bynner, 
2008; Hendry & Kloep, 2007a). Critics argue that highlighting this as a time of 
exploration and experimentation reflects a middle-class bias (Bynner, 2005), with 
disadvantaged young people restricted in their options and not able to explore 
in the same manner as the more wealthy (Konstam, 2007), critiques that Arnett 
himself has recognized (Arnett, 2007). We may therefore see a particular pattern of 
adult role progression and boomeranging, or lack thereof, based on socioeconomic 
status. Disadvantaged young people, due to employment instability arising from 
lack of human or social capital, for example, may lack the financial resources to 
leave the parental home. In this way, their living situation may remain stable, not 
progressing, whilst their employment status is unstable, experiencing periods of 
regression back into unemployment. Another possibility is that different ethnicities 
are guided by different norms during this transitional period between adolescence 
and adulthood, whereby remaining in the parental home until marriage is more 
normative (Giuliano, 2007). In this study, we therefore set out to identify classes 
of young people with similar experiences of role dependence, progression, and 
boomeranging across the four domains of romantic relationships, education, 
employment, and living situation, exploring whether background characteristics of 
socioeconomic status or ethnicity, are related to the classes we find.
6.2.2 Role dependence, progression, boomeranging, and 
delinquency
Once we have distinguished between classes of young people with similar patterns 
of role dependence, progression, and boomeranging during emerging adulthood 
we can then determine whether some classes have a higher risk of delinquency in 
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emerging adulthood than others. We can also examine whether young people who 
have been involved in delinquency during adolescence are more likely to experience 
certain patterns of role dependence, progression, and boomeranging during 
emerging adulthood. In life-course criminology many of the studies examining 
delinquency and adult roles during early adulthood consider two states: pre- and 
post-transition into adult roles (e.g., Osgood, Ruth, Eccles, Jacobs, Barber, 2005; 
Schulenberg, O’Malley, Bachman, & Johnston, 2005). Neither regressing out of adult 
roles back into more dependent roles nor role instability has, to our knowledge, 
been studied, perhaps due to the temporally detailed nature of the longitudinal 
data required to do so. Reflecting this gap in the literature, we briefly sum up studies 
on the negative consequences of other indicators of instability, before focusing on 
role stability in and out of adult roles, i.e., pre- and post-transition. 
 A study carried out in Belgium (Luyckx, De Witte, & Goossens, 2011) found that 
emerging adults who perceive this time of life as unstable reported lower self-
esteem and more depressive symptoms. Arnett (2015b) found that feeling that 
this time of life was ‘one of many changes’ was correlated with anxiety. Adam 
and colleagues (2011) found that romantic relationship instability in adolescence 
and early adulthood had a negative effect on general health. In one study which 
focused on delinquency, Salvatore and Taniguchi (2012) found that higher 
economic instability was associated with higher self-reported offending amongst 
emerging adults. The evidence therefore suggests that instability, operationalized 
in different ways, can have negative consequences for well-being, but also for 
delinquency. When considering whether the same might be true of role instability 
or boomeranging, it is possible that moving into and more specifically back out 
of, for example, employment or relationships, increases the risk of stress and 
insecurity, as the pressure of ‘choosing wrongly’ mounts (Hendry & Kloep, 2007a). 
It is possible that this regression back into more dependent statuses may increase 
the likelihood of delinquent behavior. Another possibility is that boomeranging and 
delinquent behavior have similar etiology, for example low self-control, in which 
case we would expect them to coincide (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). 
 Moving onto the possible consequences of role stability, what the literature tells 
us is that not progressing or delayed progression into independent adult roles can 
be associated with problems during emerging adulthood. For example, researchers 
in Belgium found that emerging adults who delay leaving the parental home have 
lower well-being and are less financially independent than those who have left 
the parental home (Kins & Beyers, 2010). Examining problem behavior, Bosick 
(2012) found that young, British males who had not progressed into adult roles 
of employment, marriage, or living independently had more criminal convictions 
than those who had progressed into adult roles. Martin and colleagues (2014) found 
increased levels of substance use and problem behaviors among young people who 
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transitioned at a later age into work, marriage, and parenthood, than those who 
had transitioned earlier. Osgood and colleagues (2005) found that emerging adults 
who progressed quickly into adult roles reported low rates of delinquency, whereas 
those who progressed at a later age reported the highest rates of delinquency. 
Kuhl and colleagues (2015) found that emerging adults who made ‘early exits’ into 
marriage and parenthood were less likely to engage in delinquency. It appears, 
therefore, that if stability during emerging adulthood is experienced as not being in 
adult roles, i.e., remaining in dependent roles, this is more likely to have negative 
outcomes than when the stability is experienced having progressed into adult roles. 
 Much life-course criminological research has demonstrated that transitioning 
into adult roles, such as employment or marriage, is related to desistance from 
criminal behavior (see for example Blokland & De Schipper, 2016). Recent research 
has also shown that the adult social roles experienced by today’s emerging adults 
continue to be related to a decrease in criminal behavior (Hill et al., 2016). Several 
criminological theories address this phenomenon. Moffitt’s dual taxonomy theory 
(1993; 2002) argues that adolescence-limited offenders desist once adult social 
roles become available to young people, and the maturity gap experienced during 
adolescence is bridged. Sampson and Laub’s (1993) theory of informal social control 
posits that adult roles instigate desistance from crime by keeping the individual 
from breaking social norms and serving as a bond to conventional society. Osgood 
and colleagues (2014), in contrast, say that a decline in unstructured socializing 
once young people transition into adult roles is the mechanism behind the adult 
role desistance effect. Warr (1998) explains the effect as being the result of no 
longer socializing with delinquent peer groups. Clearly these theories explain why 
those who have not progressed into adult roles would persist in rather than desist 
from delinquency. However, these theories do not address whether experiencing 
role boomeranging during emerging adulthood has a similar desistance effect to 
transitioning definitively into a role. We could speculate that, on the one hand, the 
availability of adult social roles, even if not permanent, bridges Moffitt’s maturity 
gap. However, the instability of these adult roles does not provide the stable bond 
to conventional adult society that Sampson and Laub deem necessary to desist. 
Furthermore, regressing back into dependent adolescent-like roles might result in 
a return to unstructured socializing and delinquent peer groups, and consequently 
halt the desistance process. It is likely that, as Kuhl et al. (2015) found, those who 
delay ‘permanent’ progression into stable adult roles continue to enjoy freedom 
from responsibilities, and hence continue to engage in delinquency. 
6.2.3 Adolescent delinquency and adult role transitions
We have suggested so far that both boomeranging and remaining in dependent 
roles may result in negative outcomes, including delinquency, for emerging adults. 
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A further possibility we examine is whether adolescent delinquency increases 
the likelihood that young people will either experience boomeranging or remain 
in dependent roles during emerging adulthood. In this case boomeranging or 
dependence would be the consequence of previous delinquent behavior. Again, 
the literature looking at transitions into adult roles has generally examined those 
who either have or have not transitioned. Using latent class analysis, Bosick (2012) 
demonstrated that males convicted of crime during adolescence were more 
likely to follow the ‘stalled transitions’ pathway to adulthood, i.e., more likely to 
remain in non-adult roles. In contrast, Moffitt and colleagues (2002), in a follow-
up of her adolescence-limited offenders at age 26, found that they did not differ 
from the control group on levels of parenthood or on time spent unemployed, 
indicating that, despite other problems they may experience, including prolonged 
involvement in delinquent behavior, adolescent delinquency had not prevented 
them from progressing into adult roles. Whether they progressed definitively into 
these adult roles is not clear. Given that delinquent behavior during adolescence is 
not unusual (Kirk, 2006), it seems unlikely that adolescents who offend, with the 
exception of the most serious offenders who likely have multiple problems, would 
differ substantially in their emerging adulthood experiences from non-offenders.
6.2.4 The current study
In this study, we use two years’ worth of monthly role status data, from a 
contemporary, general population, multi-ethnic sample of Dutch emerging adults, 
to examine the following research questions:
 1.  Does role dependence, progression, or boomeranging during emerging 
adulthood cluster together in the domains of romantic relationships, 
education, employment, and living situation? 
 2.  If we are able to define classes based on patterns of role dependence, 
progression, or boomeranging, is class membership related to delinquent 
behavior during emerging adulthood, and does adolescent delinquent 
behavior predict class membership?
6.3 Method
6.3.1 Participants
The data used in this study come from the Transitions in Amsterdam (TransAM) 
study (Blokland, 2014). This is a prospective, longitudinal study of a multi-ethnic, 
general population sample of Dutch emerging adults (N=970) living in Amsterdam. 
Men and women of Dutch (N=414), Moroccan (N=367), and Dutch-Caribbean 
(N=181) origin, defined by parental birth country, were randomly selected from the 
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municipal registry. Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean ethnicities26, and those with a 
police contact prior to age 17 years, were oversampled. In terms of socioeconomic 
status (SES), defined by parental education, 30% of the sample had low, 22% 
medium, and 47% high SES. Potential participants were then contacted by mail 
followed by a home visit. Of those initially contacted 28% gave their informed 
consent to participate and completed the first interview. Sampled participants 
came from all seven of Amsterdam’s city districts and from 84 of 89 possible 
neighborhoods, excluding only some small neighborhoods. Participants were 
interviewed four times, at six month intervals, between 2010 and 2014. Participants 
were aged on average 20 (SD=1.35) at wave 1 and 21.6 (SD=1.37) at wave 4. Of the 
original participants 693 (70%) completed the fourth interview wave (58% female; 
51% Dutch, 30% Dutch-Moroccan, 17% Dutch-Caribbean). See Table 1 for details.
Table 1. Demographic details of sample.
Wave 1 N=970 Wave 4 N=693
Female 527(54%) 405(58%)
Age M=20 SD=1.35
min 17, max 23
M=21.6 SD=1.37

































Dependence, progression, and boomeranging in roles. At each interview wave 
participants reported on their romantic relationship status, education status, 
employment status, and living situation for each month of the previous six-month 
period or since their last interview if more than six months had elapsed. Therefore, 
for participants who took part in the fourth interview wave (N=693) we should have 
26  These two ethnicities were selected as they are most over-represented in the crime figures.
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24 months of data on their relationship, education, and employment statuses, and 
their living situation. Due to incomplete interviews, we have complete monthly 
data from 652 participants. This monthly status data indicates whether participants 
were in a relationship or single, whether they were in education or not, whether 
they were employed or unemployed, and whether they were living dependently, 
with parents or other guardians, or living independently, alone, with peers, or co-
habiting.27 As well as knowing their status, in the education domain we know if 
their status changed why it changed, e.g., due to graduation or due to dropping 
out. Using this monthly data, we could compute our dependence, progression, 
and boomeranging categorical variables for each of the four domains. We 
categorized participants as being dependent if throughout the study period they 
were in non-adult roles, experiencing no changes in status, i.e., remaining not in a 
relationship, not in education (never having successfully completed an education), 
not in employment, and living dependently with parents or in another institutional 
setting. We categorized participants as progressing if they were in adult roles 
and experienced no changes in status throughout the period, i.e., remained in a 
relationship, in education, in employment, and living independently, or if they made 
one progressive move, i.e., into a relationship, into education, into employment, 
and to living independently. In addition, participants who graduated from education 
during this period were also categorized as having made a progressive move. 
The boomeranging category encompasses participants who made at least one 
regressive move during the study period, i.e., moving out of a relationship, moving 
out of education but not graduating, moving out of employment, or returning to 
live dependently. Participants who experienced two or more changes in status 
during the study period were therefore also placed in this category. In this way, 
the categories in each domain capture the experience of being ‘stuck’ in non-adult 
roles, being in adult roles or making normative progression into adult roles, and 
regressing back out of adult roles into non-adult roles or boomeranging between 
the two. We refer to each category as dependence, progression, and boomeranging, 
respectively.
 Delinquent behavior in emerging adulthood. To examine whether participants’ 
role experiences are related to delinquent behavior, we use a self-report measure of 
delinquency from the fourth and final interview wave, controlling for self-reported 
delinquency at the wave one interview, and a number of demographic variables. 
Participants were asked whether in the previous six months they had committed 
27 We have classified participants who indicated that they lived with peers in student housing as 
living independently. In the Netherlands, the college dorm setting is rarely found. Whilst university 
affiliated organizations do arrange some student housing, many students who no longer live with 
their parents live in privately rented student housing. 
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any one of 48 different delinquent acts, ranging from vandalism to assault to theft. 
From this we selected offences for which under Dutch law an adult can be arrested 
(30 offences; see Appendix A for details of offences). From these we created a 
dichotomous variable, indicating whether participants had reported committing an 
arrestable delinquent act in the previous six-month period. 
 Delinquent behavior in adolescence. To examine whether adolescent delinquent 
behavior is related to role experiences in emerging adulthood we use official police 
records of our participants’ criminal history, prior to age 17 years, indicating how 
many registered contacts they had. These data come from the Dutch HKS system, 
in which police register all suspects of a crime. Those who are later acquitted 
are removed from the system, such that all those remaining can legitimately be 
referred to as offenders. Participants could score from 0-3 on this variable, where 
a score of one represents one offence, two represents two to four offences, and 
three represents five or more offences.28 See Table 1 for descriptive details of the 
delinquency measures.
6.3.3 Analytic method
To answer our first research question, we carry out latent class analysis (LCA) in 
Mplus to identity sub-groups, or classes, within our sample. Using this person-
centered approach, we define classes of emerging adults who have experienced 
similar patterns of role dependence, progression, or boomeranging, over a two-
year period, in their romantic relationships, education, employment, and living 
situation. LCA results are based on exploratory analyses, such that no assumptions 
are made beforehand about the structure of the classes. Rather we are guided by 
formal diagnostic statistics to choose the model which maximizes within class 
homogeneity and between class heterogeneity. Participants are then assigned to a 
class based on having the highest conditional probability of belonging to that class. 
We then use item probabilities to describe the classes. These refer to the probability 
that an individual assigned to a given class will have experienced a particular category 
of role dependence, progression, or boomeranging, in each domain. Covariates, 
gender, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity, are included in our latent class model. 
Class membership is then used to address our second research question. We first 
use it as independent variable, predicting emerging adult delinquent behavior, and 
then as a dependent variable predicted by adolescent delinquent behavior. 
28 We only have access to self-reported offending data taken during emerging adulthood and police 
records taken during adolescence, hence using these two different types of delinquency measures. 
The data on police records was provided to us ready categorized; we do not have raw numbers of 
convictions available.
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6.3.4 Missing data
As previously stated, the rate of participation at the fourth interview wave was 
70%. In order to include the entire sample and avoid any bias which might result 
from using complete case analysis, missing values due to attrition were imputed, 
using a multiple imputation technique carried out in R (van Buuren, 2012). We first 
carried out the LCA on the sample with missing data from wave four interviews 
(N=652). The latent class analysis results presented here are therefore based on 
the proportion of our sample that completed the monthly status data in the fourth 
interview. Next, latent class membership, as well as self-reported delinquency 
at wave four, was imputed creating five datasets (N=970 in each dataset). The 
imputation model included data from all four interview waves, including monthly 
role status variables, self-reported delinquency, as well as demographic variables 
and a number of psychological self-report measures (see Appendix B for details 
of the imputation procedure). Following imputation, the results of subsequent 
analyses were pooled. 
6.4 Results
In Table 2 the frequencies of the role dependence, progression, and boomeranging 
variables are displayed. In relationships, a third of our sample is single (33%), i.e., 
in a dependent role, and slightly over a third in or progressing into a relationship 
(37%). This leaves large minority (29%) experiencing boomeranging, i.e., at least 
one regressive move from being in relationship to being single over the two-
year period. Over three quarters of our sample is stably in education, moves into 
education, or graduates during the study period (77%), with only 6% having left 
education without graduating prior to the start of the study. In this domain 17% 
of participants experienced boomeranging during the study period, i.e., leaving 
education without having graduated. In terms of employment, over half of the 
sample is in or progresses into employment during the study period (52%), with just 
9% remaining unemployed throughout the period. Boomeranging is most prevalent 
in this domain: 40% of participants experience either moving from employment 
to unemployment or two or more changes in employment status during the study 
period. In living situation, 69% of our sample is still living dependently during 
the study period and 25% of the sample is living independently or progresses to 
independent living, either alone, with peers, or with a partner. Only a very small 
percentage experience boomeranging in their living situation during the study 
period (6%), suggesting that our participants generally remain dependent or 
progress in their living circumstances throughout the two-year period.
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Table 3. Latent class model fit statistics (cl=class). 
#par -2LL AIC BIC L2 df p Entropy BLRT (p) LMR-LRT (p)
1cl 18 -5308.611 10653.222 10741.013 82.53 72 .1861
2cl 22 -2088.476 4220.951 4319.512 69.832 63 .2589 .66 -2164.908(<.001) 151.199(.0014)
3cl 36 -2066.014 4204.029 4365.31 70.582 54 .0644 .757 -2088.476(<.001) 44.433(.0156)
4cl 50 -2047.367 4194.734 4418.736 45.813 45 .4383 .693 -2066.367(.0714) 37.586(.794)
5cl 64 -2032.006 4192.012 4478.735 47.683 36 .0921 .707 -2047.23(.6667) 30.116(1)
6cl 78 -2030.528 4217.056 4566.5 48.227 27 .0072 .834 -2039.067(.667) 16.924(.5497)
Note: par = parameters, -2LL = Loglikelihood, AIC = Akaike Information Criterion, BIC = Bayesian 
Information Criterion, L2 = Likelihood Ratio Chi-square, BLRT = Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test, 
LMR-LRT = Lo-Mendell-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test.
6.4.1 Latent class analysis
To identify clusters of participants based on their experiences of role dependence, 
progression, and boomeranging during emerging adulthood we estimated a series 
of latent class models, running models from one up to six classes, at which no further 
important improvement of the model was seen. Table 3 displays fit statistics for 
each of these models. Examining these statistics one model does not outperform 
the others across all criteria, although on the whole the three-class model appears 
to be the best fit to the data. The Akaike information criterion (AIC) is smallest 
for the five-class model. The Bayesian information criterion (BIC) is smallest for 
the two-class model. The three-class model has a significant bootstrap likelihood 
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ratio test (BLRT), whereas the four-class model does not, indicating preference 
for the three-class model. The same is true for the Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood 
test (LMR-LRT).  Entropy for the three class model also suggests that this offers a 
satisfactorily high degree of separation, at .76 (Nagin, 2005). Similarly, the average 
posterior probabilities for the three-class model, .84, .90, .92, indicate adequate 
model fit. When identifying the best model, as well as statistical criteria, the classes 
defined should be substantively meaningful. Figure 1 displays each class in the 
three-class model, where the y-axis indicates the probability of participants in that 
class experiencing each of the role status categories. 
 Several commonalities across the three classes were evident. First, across all 
three classes the majority of participants were progressing in their education. 
The largest percentage of participants in each class also made progress in their 
employment trajectories during the two years of the study. Many appeared to make 
this progress while remaining in dependent living circumstances, most typically 
their homes of origin. Living in dependent circumstances was indeed the most 
common living situation in every class. 
 In these ways, there was no boomeranging class across life domains. Similarly, 
there is no evidence of a class of young people who appear uniformly stuck in 
dependent, adolescent-like roles. Certainly, there are young people who have not 
yet moved into adult roles, remaining in adolescent roles throughout the two-
year period, yet the latent class analysis results highlight that this dependence is 
coordinated with progression in other domains, usually education and employment. 
Despite these similarities, the figure also reveals meaningful distinctions between 
the classes.
 The smallest class proportionally was class one, with 17% of participants (N=108) 
having the highest posterior probability of being assigned to this class. We refer 
to participants in this class as ‘experimenters.’ They experienced more relationship 
changes than the other classes; they had a less than 20% probability of remaining 
single throughout the study’s time frame. They were the most likely of the classes 
to experience relationship boomeranging, with over 40% probability of moving out 
of relationships. While participants in this class had over 70% probability of being 
a student, this represents the lowest percentage across the three classes. They 
had roughly 25% probability of having left school prematurely by the end of the 
study period. They were the least likely to be stably working (20% probability of not 
working, and 38% probability of having stopped working during the study period). 
They had a high probability (82%) of living dependently, and a near 10% probability 
of having boomeranged home after a stint of independent living.
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Figure 1. Probability of participants in each class experiencing dependence, progression, and 
boomeranging (a) experimenters, (b) early independents (c) achievement focused singles
(a)   
(b)
(c)
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 Class two consists of our ‘early independents.’ This was the largest class, 
representing 51% of the sample (N=334). Participants in this class were the most 
likely of the classes to have progressed into relationships: they had a 42% probability 
of either being coupled throughout or having transitioned into a relationship 
during the study period. While they did not stand out in any striking way from the 
other classes in education or employment domains, they were the least likely of 
the classes to live dependently. They had nearly 45% probability of already having 
progressed to independent living situations by the end of the study period.  
 Class three represented 32% (N=210) of participants, those we refer to as 
‘achievement-focused singles.’ More than half of these participants remained single 
throughout the study period. Those in this class appeared to prioritize achievement 
goals in education and work. Participants had 86% probability of having progressed 
in education, and 58% probability of having progressed in employment. They had 
the highest probability of all the classes to have been living dependently while 
pursuing these accomplishments. 
 Examining the covariates in the latent class model, ethnicity, gender, and SES, 
participants with high SES and participants with low SES had a significantly lower 
probability of belonging to the ‘experimenters’ class than the ‘achievement-
focused’ class compared to participants with medium SES (high vs medium SES: 
β=-19.41, p<.001; low vs. medium SES: β=-20.33, p<.001). Participants with Dutch-
Moroccan ethnicity had a significantly lower probability of belonging to the ‘early 
independents’ class than the ‘achievement-focused singles’ class compared to 
other ethnicities (β=-4.353, p=.025). Participants with Dutch-Caribbean ethnicity 
had a significantly higher probability of belonging to the ‘experimenters’ class 
rather than the ‘achievement-focused singles class’ compared to other ethnicities 
(β=17.19, p<.001). None of the other covariate comparisons reached significance. 
6.4.2 Delinquency and latent class membership
 Next, we examined delinquency. The delinquency analyses were run on the 
imputed datasets. The number of participants in each class after imputation was: 
class one 213 (22%), class two 449 (46%), and class three 308 (32%). See Table 1 for 
delinquency statistics at wave four following imputation. We ran logistic regression 
analysis on our measure of self-reported delinquency, arrestable offences, at the 
wave four interviews on class membership (model 1), controlling for delinquency 
reported in wave one (model 2), and a number of demographic variables (model 3). 
Table 4 displays the results of all possible comparisons between the classes. In model 
2 we can see that participants classified as ‘experimenters’ had 1.82 times higher 
odds than participants classified as ‘early independents’ and 1.86 times higher odds 
than participants classified as ‘achievement-focused singles’ of reporting at least 
one arrestable offence at wave four when controlling for delinquency at wave 1. We 
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can also see that self-reported delinquency at wave one significantly and strongly 
predicted self-reported delinquency at wave four. In model 3 we see that once the 
demographic variables are added to the model the significant difference between the 
‘experimenters’ and the ‘early independents’ falls away. The comparison between 
the ‘experimenters’ and the ‘achievement-focused singles’ remains significant: The 
‘experimenters’ have 1.82 times higher odds of reporting an arrestable offence than 
the ‘achievement-focused singles.’
 Looking at adolescent delinquency, among our 970 participants 111 had one 
registered offence prior to their 17th birthday, 64 had two to four offences, and 
12 had five or more offences. The results of a multinomial logistic regression 
indicated that registered offences prior to age 17 did not significantly predict class 
membership. See Table 5.29
Table 4. Odds ratios of class membership predicting reporting an arrestable delinquent offence 
at wave 4 interview.
Arrestable offence
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
































Note: Standard errors are in italics, 95% confidence intervals in parentheses
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. Class 1 = experimenters, Class 2 = early independents,
Class 3 = achievement-focused singles.
29 The results of analyses run on the non-imputed dataset were very similar to those reported for the 
imputed data. Direction of effect was the same in all cases, with the only difference being that in 
model 2 the comparison between class 1 and 2 on arrestable offences did not reach significance at 
the p<.05 level, but did at the p<.1 level. See Appendix D for results from non-imputed data.
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Table 5. Odds ratios of adolescent police record predicting class membership.









Note: Standard errors are in italics, 95% confidence intervals in parentheses
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. Class 1 = experimenters, Class 2 = early independents, Class 3 = 
achievement-focused singles.
6.5 Discussion
Taking advantage of a temporally rich dataset, containing monthly information 
covering a period of two years, allowed us an opportunity rare in the life-course 
literature to explore the nuances of transitioning to adulthood. Popular media 
notes a tendency for today’s emerging adults to return to the home of origin after 
a period of independent or semi-independent living. We sought to investigate the 
extent to which this boomeranging from dependent to independent and back to 
dependent roles characterizes the transition to adulthood as a whole. When asked, 
emerging adults themselves describe instability as being a feature of their lives and 
instability is thus considered a key feature of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2004, 
2006, 2015b; Fierro Arias & Moreno Hernandez, 2007; Hill et al., 2015). In this paper, 
we made the conceptual link between boomeranging and instability and sought to 
understand its relationship with criminal behavior. 
 Despite widespread focus on ‘boomeranging’ back into dependent living 
circumstances after a period of independent living, this was rare among our study 
participants, at least within the relatively short time frame on which we had data. 
Perhaps due partly to their young age, they were overwhelmingly likely to be living 
in dependent circumstances during our investigation period, suggesting they had 
not yet left the home of origin.
 Boomeranging was notably more common in relationship, education and 
employment domains. Rather than retaining single, non-student and/or unemployed 
statuses, these young people appeared to try on independence and adult roles by 
entering relationships, higher education, and employment. Moreover, cases of 
boomeranging in education and employment were overshadowed by some initial 
signs of progression in each of the three classes of emerging adults we identified.
 This is not to suggest uniformly positive picture of the period. Our closer 
inspection of the identified latent classes suggested a dark side of instability during 
this period. A small but sizeable 17% of participants were identified as belonging to a 
class we titled ‘experimenters.’ Their trajectory was less clear and assuring than the 
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other two classes we identified. The ‘experimenters’ stood out as being most likely 
to experience relationship change and the most likely to have failed relationships 
(a near 40% probability of reverting to single status in two years). They were most 
likely to leave education without having graduated and the least likely to be stably 
employed, compared to the ‘early independents’ or the ‘achievement-focused 
singles.’
 Although adolescent criminality did not distinguish who would eventually move 
into this ‘experimenter’ group, those in this class were significantly more likely than 
the ‘achievement-focused singles’ to be involved in criminal behavior towards the 
end of the two years under investigation.  In the full context of the other classes, 
set against the experiences of the other classes, these observations suggest that 
while some role exploration and experimentation is normative, and may aid healthy 
development, a lack of any role progression during the early emerging adult years 
may signal a listlessness conducive to criminal activity.  The two larger classes 
that emerged from our analysis were making decidedly clearer steps toward an 
independent adulthood at this early stage of adulthood. Those classified as ‘early 
independents’ stood out in their pursuit of relationships and independent living 
circumstances. The ‘achievement-focused singles’ stood out as having the highest 
rates of progress in education and employment. 
6.6 Conclusion
These findings extend findings from life-course criminology looking at delayed or 
non-transitions into adult roles. Previous work (Bosick, 2012; Osgood et al., 2005) 
has found that remaining out of independent, adult roles can have a negative 
impact. By looking at monthly change rather than yearly statuses we have been 
able to provide a more in depth picture of the realities of the transition to adulthood 
for emerging adults today. What we see is that in our general population sample, 
despite their young age, no one class remains consistently out of independent, 
adult roles across domains. Rather, the halting progression that our ‘experimenters’ 
demonstrate may be indicative of a pattern of continued uncertainty and instability 
into later adult years, i.e., lacking progression into stable adult roles. Silva (2012, 
2016) points out that the majority of emerging adults report experiencing this as a 
period of instability, but for some this instability is not restricted to their early adult 
years, with incomplete education, failed relationships, and unstable employment 
continuing into their later adult years. Therefore, recognizing this possible pathway 
early on, by examining the simultaneous similarities and differences between the 
classes, is important and highlights the significance of taking a person-centered 
approach. By taking into account combinations of roles statuses, not looking at 
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roles in isolation, we can paint a more detailed, nuanced picture of how role 
dependence, progression, and boomeranging combine and how this combination 
may relate to delinquency.
 We speculated in the introduction that, as found for alternative instability 
operationalization (Luyckx et al., 2011; Salvatore & Taniguchi, 2012), role instability, 
in our case boomeranging, might be ‘bad’ for emerging adults. Our results do 
not show this to be unarguably the case. The ‘experimenter’ class, found to be 
more delinquent, did over all domains have a higher likelihood of experiencing 
boomeranging than the other two larger classes. Nevertheless, this was not the 
overwhelming or distinguishing characteristic of the class; they also had a high 
likelihood of progressing in education and remaining stably living in the parental 
home. We have also demonstrated that role boomeranging in some domains, 
notably education and living situation, was not common. This may indicate that the 
instability found to be characteristic of emerging adulthood, in this Dutch sample 
(Hill, Lalji, van Rossum, Geest, & Blokland, 2015) and in other countries (Fierro Arias 
& Moreno Hernandez, 2007; Reifman et al., 2007), is not the consequence of early 
boomeranging across different life domains. Feelings of instability may arise when 
making a single role change or transition, even a progressive change, particularly if 
this occurs across multiple domains within a relatively short time frame and early 
on in the emerging adulthood period. Furthermore, instability may mean different 
things to different people, and future qualitative research is needed to clarify this. 
In addition, the lack of boomeranging across domains we find at this early stage 
of emerging adulthood, might also reflect limitations of our dataset: that it only 
spans a two-year period for young emerging adults. Nonetheless, we can conclude 
that the group with the highest probability of experiencing boomeranging across 
domains, was more likely to be delinquent.
 We suggested in the introduction that finding a link between boomeranging 
and delinquency would not be at odds with theories of desistance from crime 
during adulthood. It is possible that as our ‘experimenters’ do not experience 
the progression into adult roles at this early stage across all domains, they do 
not bridge the maturity gap that Moffitt argues leads to desistance in adulthood 
(1993). Another possibility is that whilst this group does make some progression 
into certain adult roles, these do not represent stable roles, with regression back 
out of them a continuing risk. As such, the informal social control, which Sampson 
and Laub (1993) deem necessary for desistance, is not found. Laub and Sampson 
speak of  “structured role stability that emerges across various life domains” (2003, 
p.145). Whilst none of our classes appear to be already experiencing this stability 
in adult roles across all domains, both the other classes were more likely to have 
experienced a more stable progression in at least one domain, and it may be this 
which leads to their lower likelihood of delinquent behavior. Similarly, progressing 
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into adult roles in some domains, when the likelihood of regressing back again 
remains high, may not provide the break with the more typically adolescent 
activities such as unstructured socializing, or with delinquent peer groups, that 
both Osgood (2014) and Warr (1998) argue discourage delinquency as young people 
enter adulthood. Determining mechanisms behind the link between boomeranging 
and delinquency in emerging adulthood, is an important area future research needs 
to explore.
 Our findings did not show that adolescent delinquent behavior was related to the 
patterns of role dependence, progression, and boomeranging that our emerging 
adults experienced. We suggested that, as delinquent behavior is common during 
adolescence, it would be unlikely to lead to differential role experiences once young 
people enter adulthood. This is not to say that our ‘experimenters’ were not involved 
in delinquency during adolescence. Rather, that the ‘early independents’ and 
‘achievement-focused singles’ did not differ in their chance of being an adolescent 
offender. Future research is needed to determine, if not adolescent delinquency, 
what is it that predicts membership of the ‘experimenters’ class.
6.6.1 Strengths, limitations, and further research
One of the strengths of our study is the contemporary sample. Given the changed 
circumstances for young people entering adulthood today, particularly in the 
aftermath of the global financial crisis of 2007-2009, the delaying of traditional 
adult roles, the precarious labor market, and the extended period of education, 
we need contemporary data to explore which characteristics specific to the lives 
of young people may be related to delinquency in adulthood. Furthermore, in 
order to study role changes in this much detail, temporally rich data is required, a 
further strength of our study. Using a general population sample, rather than one 
which has been incarcerated, and a self-report measure of delinquency, rather than 
arrests or convictions, we can draw conclusions about the offending behavior of 
‘regular’ emerging adults. Evidence shows that the majority of adolescents engage 
in delinquency; what drives the majority to desist and a minority to continue in 
adulthood therefore has important societal implications. 
One of the major limitations of our study is the short time frame on which we have 
data. Emerging adulthood is described as being the period from age 18 to age 25 
or even 29. Clearly, by following young people for a period of just two years at the 
beginning of emerging adulthood, we are unable to draw conclusions as to patterns 
of role dependence, progression, and boomeranging throughout the period or 
during the later emerging adult years. Furthermore, the majority of our sample 
is still in education throughout this period. As Arnett points out college students 
are a ‘special’ kind of emerging adult and findings should not be automatically 
extrapolated to non-students (Arnett, 2015a)
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Despite these qualifications, we would argue that experiencing boomeranging 
during the early years of emerging adulthood is interesting in its own right and 
that whilst we have many students in our sample this does reflect the proportion of 
students at this age in the Dutch general population. Experiencing boomeranging 
at this point in their lives, as young people are just exiting adolescence, is likely 
to be different to experiencing boomeranging at a later age. The proximity to 
adolescence is particularly relevant to delinquency, a common behavior during 
adolescence, which most young people ‘grow out of’ as they become adults. 
Boomeranging during these early years, as we have shown, risks prolonging this 
adolescent-like behavior in a way that boomeranging at a later age may not. We do 
recognize, however, that later age boomeranging would certainly be a fascinating 
area for future research, as would examining patterns of role change throughout 
the emerging adult period.
 In discussing our results, we have been careful not to make strong statements 
about causality. Due to the person-centered method we have chosen to employ, 
we cannot say that being in the ‘experimenters’ class directly leads to delinquency 
during emerging adulthood. There may be other features of the personalities 
or lives of ‘experimenters’ which lead to both their role experiences and their 
delinquent behavior. Whilst our findings are consistent with a causal explanation, 
future research is needed to explore this more thoroughly. Furthermore, for many 
of our participants, part or all of the six-month period on which they reported 
their delinquent behavior overlapped with the two-year period from which we 
determined role changes. Obviously, whilst the majority of the period preceded our 
delinquency measure at wave four that it does not entirely precede our outcome 
measure limits any causal argument further. Future research could resolve this 
issue by using a delinquency measure taken from a future time point. 
 Having a multi-ethnic, Dutch sample is a strength of our study, particularly 
given the disputed critique of emerging adulthood that it focusses too much on 
white, middle-class, American, college students (e.g., Hendry & Kloep, 2007). 
Furthermore, many western Europe countries have a similar multi-ethnic 
demography to the Netherlands, suggesting our results may be applicable to 
other European countries, if not to the USA (Berngruber, 2015). Nevertheless, 
there may be important differences between our urban, Dutch sample and other 
populations. For example, rural emerging adults may have fewer options available 
to them, or they may be obliged to leave the parental home to seek out education 
or employment opportunities. Emerging adults in other countries will likely face 
different education, employment, and cultural norms to the Dutch. For example, 
it has been suggested that in Europe the structuring of the education system 
prevents much of the employment instability American emerging adults face 
(Douglass, 2007). Boomeranging might therefore be more prevalent in an American 
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sample, and possibly have differential effects on delinquency. Clearly, addressing 
the same research questions using samples from other countries is needed in order 
to determine the generalizability of our findings with Dutch emerging adults.
 In conclusion, using a person-centered approach we have found that emerging 
adults experiencing either progression or boomeranging in relationships and 
employment, whilst remaining at school and living with parents, are at a greater 
risk of engaging in delinquency during this period of life. We found surprisingly little 
boomeranging across all domains simultaneously in our study, given the prominence 
this has in the media. We conceptualized this boomeranging as a form of instability, 
and thus our findings also seem to contradict or suggest an oversimplification of 
the characterization of emerging adulthood as one of instability (Arnett, 2015b), 
at least during the earlier emerging adult years. Nonetheless, for one group of 
emerging adults the risk of regression in relationships and employment, combined 
with remaining in the parental home did increase their risk of delinquency. This 
pattern may indicate a pathway to continued uncertainty and instability into later 
adult years (Silva, 2012; 2016). It therefore behooves practitioners working with 
emerging adults to recognize these problems, and the possible link between early 
boomeranging and delinquency, in order to support emerging adults experiencing 
a lack of role stability to eventually achieve enduring roles. 
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Money won’t create success, but the freedom to 
create it will
attributed to Nelson Mandela
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Leaving the bank of mum and dad:
Financial independence and delinquency desistance in 
emerging adulthood
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7.1 Abstract
Purpose: Traditional markers of adulthood, such as marriage and parenthood, are 
being increasingly postponed by young adults in their twenties. Consequently, 
young people cite different criteria for achieving an adult status (Arnett 1997). In 
this study, we focus on one of these, financial independence, examining how it 
relates to delinquency. We hypothesize that gaining financial independence, i.e., no 
longer receiving financial support from parents, will lead to a decrease in delinquent 
behavior, but that other factors may play a moderating role in this. 
Methods: Using longitudinal data from a general population sample of Dutch 
emerging adults, aged 18-24 years, fixed-effects models were run examining 
the effect of within-person changes in financial independence on self-reported 
delinquent behavior. 
Results: Using lagged models, we found that when participants were financially 
independent they reported committing fewer delinquent offences in the subsequent 
six-month period compared to when they were financially dependent. This effect 
was not moderated by individuals’ education or employment status or their living 
situation. 
Conclusions: These results indicate that young people today desist from delinquency 
in response to gaining financial independence from parents. We discuss the role of 
financial independence as an important marker of adulthood.
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The transition into adult roles, such as spouse, parent, and employee, has been 
increasingly delayed by recent generations of young people (Arnett 2000, 2015; 
Buhl and Lanz 2007; Côté 2000), a development that arguably began with the 
expansion of post-secondary education in the 1960s and the establishment of the 
youth phase of the life span (Braungart 1975; Schlegal and Barry III 1991). Many 
western adults spend at least some of their early adult years as students, neither 
marrying nor having children until in their late twenties or thirties (UN 2008). As 
a consequence of this, as well as changes within the labor market since the post-
war years (Côté and Bynner 2008), young people today take longer to achieve 
self-sufficiency (Danziger and Ratner 2010). Furthermore, many of today’s young 
adults no longer view traditional, stable adult roles as the most important markers 
of having achieved adulthood. Rather they name accepting responsibility for one’s 
self, making independent decisions, and becoming financially independent as signs 
that adulthood has been achieved (Arnett 2000). 
 Life-course criminological theories, such as Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-
limited offending and Sampson and Laub’s theory of age-graded informal social 
control, argue that achieving stable adult roles motivates offenders to desist from 
crime and antisocial behavior and much research has confirmed the desistance 
effect of adult roles (e.g., Blokland and Nieuwbeerta 2010; Craig, Diamond and 
Piquero 2014; Siennick and Osgood 2008; Uggen and Wakefield 2008; van Schellen 
and Bersani 2014). In this study, we investigate whether the adult role of achieving 
financial independence from parents is followed by a decrease in delinquent 
behavior.
 We answer this question using a contemporary, general population sample of 
Dutch emerging adults, aged 18-24. Using fixed effects panel models, we examine 
whether moving from financial dependence to financial independence from 
parents results in young people reporting fewer delinquent offences in the six-
month period following this change, and vice versa. Furthermore, we test whether 
the delinquent effect of remaining financially dependent is moderated by structural 
factors, namely, whether young people have moved into adult social roles of no 
longer being a student, being employed and living independently. 
7.2.1 Desistance from delinquency in adulthood
Moffitt’s dual taxonomy theory (1993) states that adolescence-limited offenders 
lose their motivation for delinquent behavior as they leave adolescence and 
legitimate adult roles become available to them. Sampson and Laub (1993) in their 
age-graded theory of informal social control argue that social ties and bonds to 
society in the form of adult roles such as spouse or employee act as turning points 
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leading to desistance. Much empirical research supports the desistance effect of 
marriage, employment, and parenthood (e.g., Blokland and Nieuwbeerta 2010; 
Craig, Diamond and Piquero 2014; Siennick and Osgood 2008; Uggen and Wakefield 
2008; Van Schellen and Bersani 2014) and a recent study has found this also to be 
true for contemporary emerging adults entering adult roles more typical of this 
generation, such as non-marital relationships and independent living (Hill, Blokland, 
and van der Geest 2016). The theories and evidence, therefore, demonstrate 
that desistance from delinquency is normative once stable adult roles have been 
achieved. However, given that emerging adults name financial independence as 
an important marker of adulthood, we might expect that achieving this would 
also affect delinquent behavior, as has been found for the structural markers of 
adulthood. To date, to our knowledge, this hypothesized relationship between 
financial independence and desistance in adulthood has been under examined in 
empirical research. The current study attempts to fill this gap, and addresses the 
main research question: Does achieving financial independence during emerging 
adulthood lead to a decrease in delinquent behavior? 
7.2.2 Parental support in emerging adulthood
There is much evidence from the literature on adolescent antisocial behavior that 
parental support acts as a protective factor, preventing or protecting adolescents 
from becoming involved in delinquency (e.g., Barnes and Farrell 1992; Hoeve, 
Semon, Gerris, Laan, and Smeenk 2011; Wright and Cullen 2001). Wright, Cullen, 
Agnew and Brezina (2001), however, looking at the delinquent effect of receiving 
an allowance from parents in adolescence, found that this had a direct and positive 
effect on delinquency and drug use. Receiving money from parents in adolescence 
appears, therefore, to encourage delinquency, perhaps because of the access it can 
provide to alcohol and drugs. This focus on parental support during adolescence 
is understandable given that nearly all adolescents live with their parents and 
are financially dependent on them. However, compared to previous generations, 
today’s young adults spend a longer period in post-secondary education before 
they settle into more career orientated employment, commit themselves to a 
long-term relationship, and establish a stable residence (Furstenberg Jr., Rumbaut, 
and Settersten Jr. 2005). Consequently, many continue to rely on parents as an 
important source of support during the early adult years. Research on emerging 
adults finds that parental support or a good relationship with parents is associated 
with desistance from delinquency for this age-group (Harris-McKoy and Cui 
2013; Johnson, Giordano, Manning and Longmore 2011; Schroeder, Giordano and 
Cernkovich 2010). In line with these findings, Cullen (1994: 13) states ‘the more 
support a family provides, the less likely it is that a person will engage in crime’. 
Mortimer (2012: 27) also argues that parental financial and residential support 
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provides ‘critical scaffolds and safety nets’ for young people during the transition 
to adulthood. 
 The implications of parental support during emerging adulthood may, however, 
be different to that during adolescence. As with the adolescent study by Wright 
and colleagues mentioned above, there is evidence that parental support during 
emerging adulthood does not always have positive outcomes. For example, Serido 
and colleagues (2014) examined several different types of parenting support, 
finding that whilst living at home was related to less problem drinking, financial 
support was related to higher rates of drinking in young adults between the ages 
of 18 and 27 years, suggesting that the lack of parental control in combination with 
funds encourages a party lifestyle. Aquilino and Supple (1991) found that financial 
dependence on parents whilst living in the parental home increased child-parent 
conflict. So, whilst some studies show that parental financial support is linked to, 
for example, higher educational attainment (Johnson and Benson 2012), results 
from other studies suggest that there is reason to believe that this type of parental 
support in particular (e.g., monthly allowance, providing a vehicle, or paying tuition 
fees), rather than the emotional or relational support looked at by the studies from 
Johnson et al. (2011) and Schroeder et al. (2010), may have negative consequences 
for emerging adults. 
7.2.3 Financial independence
On average young people living in Western societies put off, or find entry into 
more stable, ‘traditional’ adult roles difficult to achieve until they reach their 
late twenties or even their thirties. Alongside this delay in entering marriage, 
parenthood, and more career orientated employment, young people do not name 
these transitions as the most important markers of adulthood. Rather, they place 
greater emphasis on what Arnett (1998) calls individualistic character qualities, 
such as accepting responsibility for the self, making independent decisions, 
and becoming financially independent. Self-sufficiency, or gaining autonomy 
(Kenyon and Koerner 2009), may therefore be a key marker of the transition into 
an adult role status for emerging adults. If criteria, such as that of interest to us, 
financial independence, contribute to the feeling that the transition to adulthood 
is complete, is there evidence that not achieving these criteria during emerging 
adulthood has negative consequences?
 Financial dependence on parents during the early years of adulthood has 
become increasingly common in recent years (Schneider 2000), due to factors such 
as increased time spent in and increased cost of post-secondary education, higher 
youth unemployment, lower youth wages, and higher property prices (Schneider 
2000; Schoeni and Ross 2005).  In the USA, Schoeni and Ross (2005) report that 
nearly half of emerging adults under 25 years receive financial assistance from their 
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parents. Siennick (2011) describes how three quarters of the Add Health sample 
report receiving financial help from parents as emerging adults. Whilst the amount 
received varies greatly depending on parental resources (Schoeni and Ross 2005; 
Siennick 2011; Swartz 2008), in general, parents from all socioeconomic strata 
do provide financial assistance (Settersten Jr. 2012). This assistance, provided 
during a period of life characterized by uncertainty, instability, and change, is 
intended to, and in many ways does, help young people during the transition 
to adulthood (Johnson and Benson 2012). Nevertheless, receiving money from 
parents may undermine emerging adults’ sense of autonomy, their sense of being 
an adult. In line with the latter association, Lee and Mortimer (2009) found that 
financial independence was related to higher self-efficacy. Johnson (2013) found 
that financial support from parents increased depressive symptoms and lowered 
self-esteem, even though it was related to closer relationships with them. These 
findings suggest that remaining financially dependent on parents during emerging 
adulthood may violate emerging adults’ expectations of having achieved adulthood. 
A contrasting possibility is that in order to achieve financial independence, and 
that sense of adulthood, young people will engage in illegal activities as a source 
of income. However, previous research has demonstrated that those who engage 
in delinquency in emerging adulthood feel less adult (Massoglia and Uggen 
2010) and this would therefore contradict the feelings of adulthood conferred by 
achieving financial independence. Consequently, we hypothesize that financial 
dependence will be associated with delinquent behavior, a normative behavior 
during adolescence; whilst during emerging adulthood financial independence will 
lead to a decrease in delinquent behavior, a normative behavior during adulthood.
7.2.4 The role of structural factors in emerging adulthood
We now consider whether the risk effect of financial dependence might be dependent 
on other factors in the lives of young adults. As Shanahan and colleagues (2005: 251) 
conclude an ‘adult status is likely to be based on a combination of personal qualities 
and social roles’ (emphasis added). Molgat (2007) found that young people judged 
whether they had reached adulthood based on both the individualistic character 
qualities Arnett found (1998) and transitions into adult roles. This suggests that 
financial independence combined with more structural adult role transitions 
may have a cumulative effect on delinquent behavior. For example, emerging 
adults who have achieved financial independence and have also transitioned into 
employment and independent living may be even more likely to desist than those 
who have only achieved financial independence from their parents. Put differently, 
those emerging adults who remain financially dependent and also remain in the 
more dependent, non-adult roles of being a student and living in the parental home 
may be at greater risk of delinquency that those who have at least transitioned to 
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more independent roles in one area of their lives, be that financial independence, 
employment, or living independently. 
 An alternative possibility is that the combination of, on the one hand, transitioning 
out of education, into employment, and into independent living, with, on the 
other hand, still being financial dependent on parents, may cause higher levels of 
delinquency, due to cognitive conflict between the two statuses. Looking at the 
literature, we know that financial dependence on parents during emerging adulthood 
is not unusual (Schoeni and Ross 2005). However, financial dependence when no 
longer student is less common (Fingerman, Miller, Birditt, and Zarit 2009; Sage and 
Johnson 2012; Siennick 2011; Swartz, Kim, Uno, Mortimer, and O’Brien 2011) and 
may, therefore, have different connotations. Once education has been completed, 
the transition into financial independence is expected. The disjuncture between no 
longer being a student, but still being financially dependent on one’s parents, may 
result in delinquent behavior, as expectations of adulthood are not matched by 
the reality. In fact, Johnson (2013) found that the effect of financial assistance from 
parents on depressive symptoms was stronger, and the effect of financial assistance 
from parents on self-esteem was only significant, when young people had moved 
into adult roles and were no longer students.  As being employed would often go 
hand in hand with financial independence, based on these findings we might also 
expect financial dependence when employed to have a greater delinquent effect than 
financial dependence when unemployed. 
 Another area to consider is living situation. Research has shown that remaining in 
the parental home during emerging adulthood can have detrimental effects on one’s 
well-being (Nikolaev 2015) and psychological health (Seiffge-Krenke 2006). It can 
even cause depressive symptoms (Dubas and Petersen 1996), particularly for older 
emerging adults. However, previous work suggests that the effects of leaving the 
parental home are not always positive. Substance use has been shown to increase 
following the transition to independent living (Bachman, O’Malley, Johnston 1984; 
D’amico, Ramchand, and Miles 2009; White, McMorris, Catalano, Fleming, Haggerty, 
and Abbott 2006). Furthermore, Dubas and Petersen (1996) found that emerging 
adults living away from home report higher delinquency levels than those still living at 
home. It is possible that, rather than the idea of cognitive conflict between achieving 
an adult status in some areas but not others, in this case the freedom associated 
with no longer living with parents, but not yet having to take financial responsibility 
for oneself leads to a party lifestyle and continued delinquency. Adult freedoms, 
represented by living independently, combined with a lack of adult responsibilities, 
represented by financial dependence on parents, may encourage or enable emerging 
adults to engage in adolescent-like delinquent behavior. In this study, we therefore 
examine whether financial dependence or independence results in differential effects 
depending in whether participants are students, are employed, or live independently.
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One final point to mention is the possibility that the direction of effect is opposite 
to that which we have argued here, namely, that delinquency causes financial 
dependence, and desistance from delinquency leads to financial independence. 
Siennick (2011) found that delinquency predicted financial support from parents in 
young adulthood. Using self-reported offending as her predictor variable she found 
that parents gave more financial support to offenders than to non-offending peers 
or non-offending siblings. This effect was not explained by their having greater 
financial need, but was partly explained by other factors in their lives prompting 
parental assistance.  Another study (Altszuler et al. 2015), primarily comparing 
young adults with ADHD to controls, found that delinquency significantly predicted 
more negative financial outcomes, including dependence on parents, over and 
above having an ADHD diagnosis.  These studies indicate the importance of also 
examining the opposite direction of effect in the current study.
7.2.5 The current study
In this study, we will examine the relationship between self-reported offending 
and financial independence from parents in emerging adulthood among a general 
population sample of Dutch adults. If, as we have suggested, financial independence 
is a signal that young people have achieved an adult social status and financial 
dependence is a sign that they have not, then we would expect to see people report 
fewer delinquent acts as they move from being financially dependent to financially 
independent.30  Furthermore, we explore whether the relationship between financial 
dependence and delinquency differs depending on an individual’s education status, 
employment status, or living situation. We control for participants’ self-reported 
satisfaction with their financial situation. This is in order to rule out the possible 
effect of strain on offending.
7.3 Methods
7.3.1 Data
The data for this study come from the Transitions in Amsterdam (TransAM) project 
(references to follow). This project comprises four waves of self-report data, 
collected from an ethnically diverse sample of Dutch emerging adults. TransAM 
drew on a representative and balanced sample of men and women aged 18, 19.5 
30 Whilst strictly speaking on an empirical level desistance refers to a cessation of offending 
(Bottoms, Shapland, Holmes, and Muir, 2004), using a count measure and capturing decreases in 
offending allows for a more nuanced examination of patterns in delinquency, particularly relevant 
when examining behavior over a relatively short period of time.
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and 21 years living in Amsterdam in 2010. Young people of Dutch-Moroccan and 
Dutch-Caribbean descent were over sampled,31 as were those with a registered 
police contact prior to their seventeenth birthday. Potential participants were first 
approached via mail followed by home visits. Sampled respondents came from 
all seven of Amsterdam’s city districts and from 84 of 89 possible neighborhoods, 
excluding only some very small neighborhoods (neighborhood population < 2,000). 
Of the 3,408 potential participants who initially received information on the study, 
970 (28%) were recruited for wave one. Comparing the final sample to the total 
population of Dutch, Dutch-Moroccan, and Dutch-Caribbean emerging adults 
in Amsterdam, 10% of the total population, compared to 19.2% of the TransAM 
sample, had a police record prior to age 17. This suggests that the study achieved 
its goal of oversampling of those with adolescent police records. 
 Interviews were carried out at six-monthly intervals. The average interval 
between waves one and two was 6.4 months, between waves three and the previous 
interview was 6.2 months, and between waves four and the previous interview was 
10.5 months.32 Data collected at each wave included monthly relationship status, 
education status, employment status, living situation, and satisfaction herewith. 
Detailed information on participants’ financial situation was also collected at 
each interview wave. A number of psychometric measures were completed by 
participants. At each interview participants also reported, from a list of 48 offences, 
which and how many delinquent offences they had committed in the previous six-
month period.
7.3.2 Measures
Financial independence. Participants provided detailed information on their 
financial situation. For each participant we have a breakdown of their monthly 
income in euros at the time of the interview. They reported how much they received 
in earnings, in welfare payments, from a student loan, from parents, as tax credits, 
and from personal savings. For this paper we report details of the amount in euros 
that participants received from parents. In our analyses we use a dichotomous 
variable to indicate whether or not they were financially independent from parents 
31 Young people with Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean ethnicities are of all the ethnic minorities in 
the Netherlands the most highly over represented in the crime figures. Their criminal careers 
also appear to follow at different trajectory to that seen in the typical age-crime curve (Jennissen 
2009), hence their being oversampled in this study.
32 The reason for the higher mean interval to wave four interviews was that in order to increase 
participation at wave four participants were repeatedly contacted, even when the period since 
their last interview had extended beyond six months or when they had not participated in the wave 
2 and 3 interviews.
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at each interview wave. Respondents who reported that they received €50 or less 
from their parents we categorized as financial independent. Whilst the cut-off point 
for independence may seem arbitrary, we believe it is defensible given that amounts 
greater than €50 can be used to make (a substantial contribution to) important 
payments, such as telephone bills or health insurance.33 Our decision to use a 
dichotomous measure rather than the more detailed measure in euros was twofold. 
Firstly, as can be seen in the descriptive statistics (Table 1) the amount received 
varied greatly between participants and was likely highly influenced by parental 
resources. Secondly, we feel that the sole fact of being financially dependent on 
parents is the crucial factor as to whether an adult status is achieved, rather than 
the specific amount received.
 Structural factors. At each interview participants reported their current education 
and employment status. From this information we made three dummy variables 
indicating whether participants were neither in education nor employment, in 
education but not in employment, or in employment but not in education. As 
many Dutch emerging adults combine school with part time work (Blokland 2014), 
the reference, and largest, category was being in school and in employment. We 
also used participants’ reports of their current living situation to create a variable 
indicating whether they were living independently or not. Living independently was 
classified as either living alone, with peers, or with a partner. 
 Delinquency. At each interview participants indicated from a list of 48 offences 
how many times in the previous six-month period or since their previous interview 
they had committed each offence. See Appendix A for a full list of these offences. 
These were summed to create one variable indicating the total number of offences 
in the period. Several participants (5% of sample across four waves) reported 
committing more than ten offences in the six-month period. In order to limit the 
skewedness of the variable, the total number of offences was cut off at ten. The list 
of offences used was adapted from the Self-Report Delinquency Study (Junger-Tas, 
Terlouw, and Klein 1994) and the South Holland Study (Hofstra, van der Ende, and 
Verhulst 2001).
 Control variables. At each interview participants reported on a scale of one to ten 
how satisfied they were with their financial situation. We included this variable as a 
time-varying control. We also include age and monthly interval between interview 
as controls, as these varied between participants and between interview waves.
33 In the Netherlands adult health insurance costs roughly €100 per month and the average mobile 




Fixed-effects panel models are an analysis method that controls for unobserved 
differences between participants, which would likely bias results and undermine 
causal inference. In fixed-effects panel models, within-person change from one 
measurement point to the next is examined (Allison 2009). By comparing each 
individual to themselves, all differences between individuals, and thus all possible 
time-invariant bias, are removed. As our outcome variable was a count measure 
with evidence of over-dispersion, negative binomial models were the appropriate 
model to run. However, Allison and Waterman (2002) point out that the negative 
binomial fixed effects regression model (in Stata command xtnbreg) is not a true 
fixed effects model. We therefore followed the method outlined by Allison (2009) 
for running unconditional maximum likelihood negative binomial regression models 
in Stata with dummy variables for each individual (minus one) included to estimate 
the fixed effects.34 
 In all our models, we included age and financial satisfaction as control variables. 
We also included the interval between interviews to control for the fact that the 
length of time between interviews varied per participant, and hence also the length 
of time their reported delinquency occurred in. The interval variable was measured 
in months. Predictor variables were lagged by one time point, so that the effect 
of financial independence at (t-1) on delinquency at (t) was estimated. Whilst this 
approach means the loss of data by using just three rather than four times points, it 
strengthens our causal argument. 
 We ran a series of unconditional maximum likelihood negative binomial models 
estimating the effect of financial independence on delinquency, and including the 
dummy variables for student and employment status, and the living independently 
variable, alongside the control variables (and as stated above dummy variables 
for each participant minus one). Next, one-by-one, interaction variables between 
financial independence and each of the other predictor variables were entered into 
the model to determine whether the effect of financial independence was moderated 
student, employment or living situation status. Reversed models were also run with 
delinquency as a lagged predictor variable and financial independence as outcome 
variable, to determine whether the direction of effect was opposite to our prediction. 
If both models were significant this would indicate a cyclical process.35
34 Refer to Allison (2009) and Allison and Waterman (2002) for a more detailed explanation of this 
method.
35 Details of data structure and syntax used are available from the authors on request.
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7.3.4 Missing data
Participation rate at the fourth interview wave was 71%. Participants were more 
likely to take part in the fourth wave if they were of Dutch ethnicity, if they were not 
male, and if they had higher socioeconomic status (SES). However, participation 
in wave four was not predicted by self-reported delinquency at wave one or 
financial independence at wave one. By choosing to examine within-person change 
rather than between-person differences our analysis method minimalizes bias 
resulting from attrition. Nevertheless, the generalizability of our results may be 
compromised somewhat. Another factor likely to affect the generalizability of our 
findings is that fixed-effects panel models only look at change. Participants who 
do not experience change in the independent and, in the case of negative binomial 
models, the dependent variables, are not included in the analyses. Limitations of 
the method will be addressed in the discussion section.
7.4 Results
7.4.1 Descriptive statistics
In Table 1 we present demographics and details on various other factors, based on 
whether participants are financially independent from parents or not. Participants 
that do receive money from their parents (i.e., are financially dependent) receive 
on average €202 at wave one, €179 at wave two, €203 at wave three, and €233 at 
wave four each month.36 We can see that across all four waves just under a third 
of participants receive more than €50 a month from their parents (wave 1=30%; 
wave 2=27%; wave 3=27%). The percentage drops slightly from wave one to two 
and three, but then increases slightly to four, whilst remaining lower than at wave 
one.37 We examined within-person change in financial status. Findings indicate 
that approximately one third of participants (N=228) experiences change in their 
financial dependence on parents across the first three waves of the study.38 The 
majority of people who do experience change, transition from financial dependence 
to independence (N=116); with around a third transitioning from financial 
36 Two participants were removed from the dataset as outliers, as they reported improbably high 
amounts of parental financial support.
37 A possible explanation for this increase at wave four is that a number of participants (N=89) who 
did not participate in wave two, wave three, or either wave two or three, participated again in 
wave four.
38 As fixed effects panel models examine change, the results of our analyses are based on these 228 




Table 1. Frequencies of Participants who are Financially Dependent (D) and Independent (I).
Wave 1 N=970 Wave 2 N=829 Wave 3 N=778 Wave 4 N=693









































































































































































Leaving the bank of mum and dad: Financial independence and delinquency desistance in emerging adulthood
154
independence back to dependence (N=64); and the rest switching back and forth 
between dependent and independence across the first three waves (N=48). Across 
all four waves the proportion of females receiving money monthly from parents 
is slightly higher than males. Looking at ethnicity, which is highly correlated with 
SES,39 we see that a high proportion of participants with native Dutch ethnicity 
receive money (41-45%), followed by Dutch-Caribbean participants (21-29%), 
and then Dutch-Moroccan participants (9-14%). Unsurprisingly, of the education 
and employment statuses, the category in school and not in work has the highest 
proportion of financially dependent participants (30-43%), followed by the category 
in school and in work (29-31%). There is still, however, a not insubstantial proportion 
of those in work and not in school who receive money from parents (18-22%), and 
of those not in school or work across all waves, roughly a quarter are financially 
dependent on their parents (22-24%). Of those living independently slightly over 
half receive money monthly from their parents (52-58%). 
Table 2. Frequency Self-Reported Delinquent Offences across Four Interview Waves.








































































Table 2 shows details of self-reported delinquency across the four waves. The 
average number of delinquent offences reported decreased slightly between waves 
one and four. On average males reported more offences than females across all 
39 Our measure of socioeconomic status is parental education level: high school or lower, some post-
secondary education, college/university education.
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waves. Differences between the genders were significant in all waves (all p<.001). 
Among the different ethnic groups the native Dutch reported on average more 
offences than Dutch-Caribbean and Dutch-Moroccan. This difference was significant 
in waves one, two, and three (all p<.01). Across waves one to three, participants 
who were financially dependent reported on average more offences than those 
who were financially independent; in wave four those who are independent 
reported on average more offences. However, none of the differences were 
significant (all p>.05).
7.4.2 Effect of financial independence 
In Table 3 we can see the models looking at the effects of financial independence 
and the other predictor variables on self-reported delinquency (models 1 and 2), 
and the interaction effects between the predictor variables (models 3 to 6). We 
report incidence rate ratios. These indicate the percentage increase in delinquency 
for every one point increase in the predictor variable. In model 1 we can see that 
financial independence has a significant negative effect on delinquency. In periods 
when participants are financially independent the number of offences they report 
in the following time period decreases by 25%. In model 2 dummy variables for 
education and employment statuses and the living independently variable are 
added to the model. None of these have a significant main effect on delinquency 
and the main effect of financial independence remains significant in this model.40 
7.4.3 Moderating effects
In models 2 to 6 interaction terms between financial independence and the 
structural variables are added. None of the interaction terms or the main effects in 
these models reach significance, indicating that the effect of financial independence 
on delinquency does not differ depending on participants’ student or employment 
status, nor their living situation.41 
7.4.4 Opposite direction of effect
Finally, we ran models with financial independence as outcome variable and 
delinquency as predictor variable. In a logistic fixed-effects panel model (xtlogit 
command in Stata) using our dichotomous measure of financial independence, 
age significantly positively predicted financial independence, but delinquency did 
40 Equally, as becoming financially independence is related to decreases in delinquency is becoming 
financially dependence related to increases in delinquency. We focus on the former direction of 
effect as this is the most common in our sample.
41 We also examined whether gender or ethnicity moderated the effect of financial independence. 
None of these interaction terms were significant.







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































not significantly predict financial independence. In a model including all covariates 
from the study this result did not change, indicating the direction of the effect does 
not run in the opposite direction and therefore is not cyclical.42 
7.5 Discussion
Financial dependence on parents during emerging adulthood is a common 
phenomenon (Schoeni and Ross 2005; Siennick 2011). We found this to be true 
for our sample of Dutch emerging adults, where we operationalized financial 
dependence as receiving more than fifty euros from parents on a monthly basis. In 
this study we examined whether achieving financial independence led to a decrease 
in delinquent behavior in emerging adulthood. 
 Our results confirmed our hypothesis that financial independence was related 
to a decrease in delinquent behavior. When emerging adults were financially 
independent of their parents they reported committing fewer delinquent acts in the 
following six-month period than when they were financially dependent on parents. 
Being financially independent decreased delinquency rates reported by emerging 
adults by 25% compared to being financially dependent. Financial independence 
had a desistance effect regardless of emerging adults’ student or employment 
status or their residential situation. This finding strengthens the argument that 
financial independence, an ‘individualistic character quality’ (Arnett, 1998), is 
indeed a salient marker of adulthood that affects behavior in a meaningful way.
 Our findings are in line with life-course explanations for desistance from criminal 
behavior in adulthood, such as Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-limited offending 
(1993) and Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of informal social 
control. In this study, however, we have not focused on adult social roles. Instead, 
in order to reflect the criteria for reaching adulthood on which young people 
today place importance (Arnett 2000), our main variable of interest was financial 
independence and whether this was a key factor causing young people to turn away 
from adolescent-like delinquent behavior. Our findings are therefore related to 
criminological life-course theories, i.e., that achieving an adult status removes the 
motivation for delinquency and that the stability and responsibilities of adulthood 
result in behavior change. In addition, they lend support to Arnett’s findings that 
financial independence is indeed a meaningful and consequential indication of 
adulthood for emerging adults. 
 We hypothesized that structural factors of student and employment status and 
living situation might moderate the relationship between financial independence 
42 Results not shown, available from authors on request.
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and delinquency. To our surprise, we did not find the hypothesized interaction 
between financial independence and these factors in either direction: there was 
neither a cumulative effect of dependent statuses nor was there evidence of 
cognitive conflict between different statuses. This is in contrast to some previous 
research. For example, Johnson (2013) found that students were immune to the 
depressive effect of receiving assistance. However, her findings did not indicate 
a large effect size. Maybe this small effect, combined with our lack of interaction 
effect, points to the decreasing importance of education, employment, and living 
situation transitions, at least in the early emerging adult years, in determining 
whether young people have achieved an adult status. This may be a consequence of 
the increasingly heterogeneous pathway to adulthood (Arnett 2015). 
 We have not examined the exact mechanism as to why financial independence 
leads to a decrease in delinquency in the present study. Future research is needed 
to explore whether, as we speculate, independence confers the feeling of having 
achieved an adult status and this motivates behavior change. We have demonstrated 
that changes in education and employment status do not significantly affect 
delinquency levels. This indicates that a simple measure of employed vs. not 
employed, at this age and for this sample, does not have a desistance effect. 
However, the issue may be more nuanced that this. No longer receiving money 
from parents may indicate longer working hours, possibly less time for engaging 
in delinquency or spending in the company of delinquent friends, or it may indicate 
a more ‘serious’ job, possibly one with greater social control. A more detailed look 
at the type of employment emerging adults transition into may suggest alternative 
mechanisms as to why we find this link between financial independence and 
desistance.
 Our research builds on previous work by Siennick (2011), which found that 
offenders received more assistance than non-offending peers and siblings. In her 
paper Siennick suggests future research should examine whether parental assistance 
perpetuates offending. Using lagged models, we find that it does. However, 
contrary to her findings, we did not find that offending predicted receiving financial 
assistance. In her study she compares offenders with non-offenders, whereas we 
look at within-person change over time, which may provide a possible explanation 
for this difference. What our studies have in common is that we can only speculate 
as to why this relationship exists. We have suggested that it is the lack of adult 
social status that promotes delinquency when still financially dependent, and that 
achieving financial independence, and thus a more adult social status, promotes 
desistance. Moffitt’s (1993) theory of the maturity gap suggests that this lack of 
adult social status is experienced negatively and is dealt with through delinquency. 
Another viewpoint is that by receiving financial support from parents, young 
people are able or ‘encouraged’ to continue to engage in delinquency into emerging 
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adulthood, maintaining a lifestyle that would otherwise be incompatible with an 
adult social status and the responsibilities that go with this. The experimental 
nature of emerging adulthood may encourage this feeling, as young people feel 
that delinquency is unlikely to jeopardize their future prospects (Sampson and Laub 
1993). Future research, perhaps of a qualitative nature, is needed to determine why 
this relationship between financial independence and desistance and financial 
dependency and delinquency, exists. Carrying out interviews with emerging adults 
to explore whether financial dependence is experienced in terms of strain or as a 
freedom from responsibility would be one way to approach this question. 
7.5.1 Strengths, limitations, and future research
Through our use of fixed effects models that look at within-person change, 
as well as by using lagged models, we have provided a strong argument for a 
causal relationship between financial dependence and delinquency in emerging 
adulthood. Furthermore, we tested and found that the relationship does not run 
in the opposite direction, i.e., decreased delinquency does not lead to financial 
independence. However, there may be time-varying factors, other than those we 
included in our models, which influenced both financial dependence and delinquent 
behavior, for example drug use. Despite this, we believe that we have presented a 
sound argument for the causal relationship between financial independence and 
desistance from delinquency. 
 A further strength of our study is the short time period between interview waves. 
This is especially useful when running lagged models, as the predictor variables are 
more likely to continue to be relevant to the outcome variables in the model. Taking 
frequent measurements is particularly important for this period of the life course, 
when many changes in the lives of young people occur in a short period of time 
(Rindfuss 1991). However, we only had four data measurement points available and 
measurement stopped when young people were still in their early twenties. This 
somewhat limits the conclusions we can draw concerning the emerging adulthood 
period and beyond, into young adulthood. A useful area for future research would, 
therefore, be to examine these issues for an extended number of years as young 
people exit emerging adulthood and transition definitively into adult roles and 
responsibilities.
 Another area for future research would be to ask participants whether they 
perceive themselves to be financially independent. In the current study we have 
used an arbitrary cut-off point of €50 as indicating dependence. Using a more 
subjective measure would arguably be more appropriate and might produce 
interesting differences.
 Data on any regular sources of illegal income, such as from selling stolen goods 
or drug dealing, was not available for this study. In the introduction, we mentioned 
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the possibility that financial independence might be achieved through delinquent 
activities. Whilst it is unlikely that our general population sample contains many 
individuals with a substantial illegal income, this is certainly an issue to consider. 
Illegal sources of income could help young people achieve financial independence 
from parents. This would indicate the opposite effect of effect to that we 
hypothesized and found, i.e., that delinquency leads to financial independence. 
How this behavior relates to offenders’ sense of achieving an adult social status 
would be an interesting point for future research to consider. 
 Throughout the study, we have referred to desistance from delinquency. 
However, our measure of delinquent behavior was a frequency measure, rather than 
a dichotomous delinquent vs. not delinquent measure. Therefore, what we have 
actually shown is that financial independence leads to a decrease in delinquency 
rather than a desistance from delinquency. Whether this decrease eventually 
manifests in complete and enduring desistance, was difficult to determine within 
the relatively short period during which the study was carried out. On a wider point, 
Maruna (2001) contended that desistance can only be definitively achieved through 
death. However, the concept of desistance is often used to describe a decrease 
in either frequency or seriousness of offending, recognizing the process behind 
behavior change (Farrington 2007). In this study, with its use of self-reported 
delinquent offences rather than the more uncommon criminal convictions, we feel 
that examining decreased offending, rather than sticking strictly to a termination in 
reported offending, we were able to pick up important proximal nuances in behavior. 
Testing our findings using conviction data, over a longer time period, as well as 
examining termination of offending, is needed to determine their generalizability. 
A further advantage of using official conviction data would be that it might remove 
possible biases in the delinquency measure arising from underreporting. In our 
sample, contrary to expectations, native Dutch participants were more likely to 
report offences than Dutch-Moroccans and Dutch-Caribbean participants. It 
has been suggested that ethnic minorities in the Netherlands underreport their 
offending (Huzinga and Elliott 1986; Jennissen, Blom, and Oosterwaal 2009). Whilst 
our analysis method, looking at within-person change, removes possible bias due 
to underreporting, we need to be careful in concluding that our findings apply to all 
ethnic groups.
7.5.2 Conclusion
Financial dependence on parents in emerging adulthood is an increasingly prevalent 
experience. Whilst financial assistance during this period is intended to, and does, 
have important benefits (e.g., Sage and Johnson 2012), our findings highlight a 
negative consequence of the prolonged financial dependence of young people on 
their parents in adulthood. However, we also show how achieving independence 
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can be a turning point, helping young people to change their delinquent behavior. 
It would be hasty, on the basis of our findings, to advocate that parents stop 
providing financial support for their children during emerging adulthood. There 
are clearly many benefits to providing this support to young adult children, as 
they complete their education, find their feet in the labor market, and make the 
transition to independent living. However, knowing that this support can have 
an effect on delinquent behavior is the first step to finding a solution to deal with 
this. If indeed young people continue to offend because they feel less adult and 
do not yet experience the responsibilities of adulthood, providing young people 
with a sense of adulthood through other means could encourage desistance during 
emerging adulthood.
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Afoot and light-hearted, I take to the open 
road,
Healthy, free, the world before me,
The long brown path before me, leading 
wherever I choose.








The aim of this thesis was to examine how features typical of the lives of emerging 
adults relate to their delinquent behaviour, specifically, whether or not they desist 
from delinquency during this period. The early adult years are a crucial time of life in 
the criminal careers of many young people. The majority of individuals who offend 
during adolescence, turn away from delinquency as emerging adults. Historically, 
this time of life has always been demographically dense, with many changes 
occurring as young people move into adulthood. Whilst this as a period of intense 
change remains true for the millennial generation, the nature of these changes, the 
trajectories young people take into adulthood, and the character of their lives as 
they become adults have altered. 
 In order to examine changes in delinquent behaviour during emerging adulthood 
in the Netherlands, I drew on data from two studies, the TransAM study and the 
CONAMORE study. Much of the work examining the period of emerging adulthood 
at the beginning of the 21st century was carried out in the USA and often relied 
upon college students to build and test various theoretical constructs. In addition, 
much of the work on life-course criminological theories has been based on data 
from older cohorts, not on the millennial generation, and has often used conviction 
data, rather than self-report measures of a broad range of delinquent offences. The 
use of contemporary data in this thesis was, therefore, important. The different 
challenges successive generations face due to macro-level changes in society are 
likely to affect the desistance process of young adults. The TransAM study provided 
an exceptionally rich tapestry of information on many aspects of the lives of ordinary 
Dutch emerging adults. The CONAMORE study was particularly well suited to 
examine emerging adults over a longer period of time and when further along the 
path to adulthood. Both of these studies had general population samples. One of 
this thesis’ key aims was to provide a Dutch perspective on emerging adult theory, 
adding to the growing literature on emerging adulthood in Europe, as well as to 
examine desistance in a contemporary general population, rather than a college 
student or convicted, sample.
 Throughout the thesis, various dynamic criminological theories, explaining the 
development of criminal behaviour over the life-course, have been put to the test 
with relation to specific features from emerging adulthood theory. In the following 
section the main findings of each empirical chapter of the thesis are summarized, 
with reference to the research questions I set out to answer. 
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8.1.2 Emerging adulthood in the Netherlands
Emerging adulthood was first proposed as a new theory of development based upon 
research on North American young adults (Arnett, 2000). Whilst Arnett himself has 
referred to it recently as a framework for studying this stage of life (Arnett, 2015a), the 
debate as to whether this is indeed a theory continues and the universality of proposed 
features of emerging adulthood has in the past been called in to question (Côté, 2000; 
Hendry & Kloep, 2007a; Silva, 2013). It was important, therefore, at the beginning of 
this thesis, to establish whether the five key dimensions of emerging adulthood, as 
set out by Arnett, were relevant in the Dutch context. This was the focus of Chapter 2.
 The five often quoted dimensions of emerging adulthood are that this is a time 
of self-focus, identity exploration, instability, feeling in-between, and possibilities. 
These characteristics of emerging adulthood are partly a reaction to the delaying of 
‘traditional’ life course transitions in modern western society. In the Dutch context, 
however, it appears that these dimensions are not directly transferable. I found that 
whilst self-focus is certainly a feature, identity exploration was experienced slightly 
differently. Dutch emerging adults explore their identity as two separate constructs: 
as a sense of self and a sense of their future self. Whilst instability is certainly a feature 
Dutch emerging adults recognise, this dimension is clearly experienced negatively. 
This as a period of possibilities is also relevant, but this construct was combined with 
the idea of experimentation. So, I conclude that the Dutch emerging adulthood is 
similar, but not identical to that of the USA. 
 As is the case in most European countries, the Dutch population consists of a 
number of different ethnic minority groups. In the TransAM study emerging adults with 
a Dutch-Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean ethnicity were recruited, alongside native 
Dutch emerging adults. Exploring how these groups experience emerging adulthood 
brought to light differences between the ethnicities. Native Dutch experienced this 
more as a time for explorations of sense of self-identity and less for exploration of 
their future self. In contrast, Dutch-Moroccan and Dutch-Caribbean emerging adults 
did find this to be a time for exploring their future self. Dutch-Moroccan emerging 
adults viewed the period less as one of experimentation and possibilities and more as a 
negative and unstable time. Despite these telling differences, I conclude that emerging 
adults of all three ethnic groups sampled clearly experience emerging adulthood. 
Similarly, I found no large differences between Dutch emerging adults of different 
socioeconomic statuses (SES): All SES groups experienced emerging adulthood.
 At the outset of this thesis, therefore, I established that emerging adulthood is a 
recognisable phenomenon in the Netherlands. Whilst the exact nature of this period 
appears to differ from the USA, and differences between groups within the Netherlands 




8.1.3 Risk factors for delinquency in emerging adulthood
Changes in the nature of the early adult years have resulted in trajectories into 
adult roles that are more heterogeneous and a shift in what it means to be an 
adult, with most young people delaying ‘traditional’ adult roles until later in life. 
In light of this, I felt it pertinent to augment the vast literature on risk factors for 
delinquency in adolescence with an examination of risk factors for delinquency in 
emerging adulthood. Are the same risk factors from adolescence found in emerging 
adulthood, as the millennial generation fails to grow out of these and ‘become’ 
adult, or do other risk factors for delinquency emerge during this time of life? 
 In Chapter 3, I found that two factors frequently linked to individual differences 
in delinquent behaviour during adolescence predicted delinquency in the TransAM 
sample of emerging adults. Parental social support was a significant protective 
factor, with emerging adults who reported having more supportive parents less 
likely to report committing delinquent offences. This highlights the continued 
role that parents can play, even after their offspring have exited adolescence and 
as the nature of the parent-child relationship changes. This might indicate the 
establishment of a relationship with as an equal adult, a key goal of the emerging 
adult period (Arnett, 2001). In addition, I found that alcohol use, often found to 
increase the risk of delinquency during adolescence, had a delinquent effect in 
emerging adulthood, despite the fact that drinking alcohol is legal for emerging 
adults. It seems this may indicate the delinquent nature of a party lifestyle during 
this period. 
 Other risk factors associated with adolescent delinquency, however, did not 
predict delinquency in this emerging adult sample. Neither peer delinquency, 
residing in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, nor need for autonomy were significant 
predictors. The declining importance of these factors and the continuing importance 
of parental support and alcohol use highlight the complex nature of emerging 
adulthood, when young people become adults in some ways, but not others.  
8.1.4 Desisting from crime in emerging adulthood: adult roles and 
the maturity gap
Moffitt’s theory of adolescence-limited offending (Moffitt, 1993a) posits that 
adolescent offenders are motivated to offend due to the maturity gap: the mismatch 
between their perceived maturity, i.e., they feel like an adult, and their social reality, 
i.e., they are not yet afforded the freedoms and responsibilities of adults. Entering 
adult roles and gaining the desired adult social status should, therefore, decrease 
motivation for delinquent behaviour. Would this be the case for adult roles relevant 
to the lives of contemporary emerging adults, rather than more traditional adult 
roles of, for example, marriage and parenthood? 
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 My findings from Chapter 4 showed that spending time in adult-like roles common 
for this age group, i.e., being in a relationship (not necessarily co-habiting), being 
in employment and not in education, and living independently of parents, has a 
desistance effect. I demonstrate this using an analysis method that controlled 
for differences between persons, therefore removing likely confounding factors. 
These findings support Moffitt’s theory, that having a legitimate adult social status 
results in adolescence-limited offenders turning away from delinquency. However, 
an unexpected qualification of this effect emerged in searching for evidence of the 
maturity gap. Based on the theory I expected that when not spending time in adult 
roles, those who felt very adult would be more delinquent than those who felt less 
adult.  However, the difference I found was when young people spent more time in 
adult roles: When emerging adults felt more adult they reported a higher number 
of delinquent offences than when they felt less adult as they spent more time in 
adult roles. This combination of feeling very adult and spending time in adult roles 
indicates that, potentially, these young people are not ready for the freedoms of 
adult life and responded with delinquency. Alternatively, it is possible that these 
emerging adults still compare themselves to adolescents, and whilst this ensures 
they perceive themselves to be very adult compared to others, they continue to 
engage in delinquent behaviour, a normative behaviour in adolescence. 
8.1.5 Personality maturation, adult roles, and desistance in 
emerging adulthood
The link between transitioning into adult roles and desisting from delinquency 
has been the subject of much work within the field of life-course criminology. As 
I showed in Chapter 4, the link is also evident for adult roles relevant to emerging 
adults. Within the personality literature, transitioning into adult roles has been 
linked to personality maturation; theoretically, in the social investment principle, 
and empirically, in a separate paper using the dataset employed in this study (van 
Dijk et al., in preparation). Personality change has also been linked to changes in 
delinquency, with studies showing that during emerging adulthood they co-develop 
(Blonigen et al., 2010; Monahan, Steinberg, Cauffman, et al., 2009). However, 
whether personality maturation and desisting from delinquency during emerging 
adulthood can both be explained by transitioning into adult roles had not yet been 
examined in one study.
 In Chapter 5, looking at within-individual change between two time-points six-
years apart, the findings showed that declines in delinquency predicted increases 
in conscientiousness, which in turn predicted transitioning into adult roles. In this 
case delinquency was the predictor variable, rather than the outcome. However, 
this relationship between delinquency decline and transitioning into adult roles 
was entirely mediated by increases in conscientiousness. I argue that this provides 
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evidence of the Gluecks’ (1950) description of the desistance process in early 
adulthood: It is the result of psychosocial maturation. Furthermore, I also argue that 
this provides cautious support for Giordano and colleagues (Giordano et al., 2002) 
theory of cognitive transformation. The fact that declining delinquency predicts 
transitioning into adult roles suggests that a decline in delinquent behaviour is 
a necessary factor in making the transitions. The fact that this relationship is 
explained by increases in conscientiousness suggests that an internal change is a 
necessary factor for both desistance and transitioning into adult roles.
8.1.6 ‘Boomeranging’ and delinquent behaviour in emerging 
adulthood: A person-centered approach to studying role change
One of the five key dimensions of emerging adulthood is that it is a time of 
instability. As I demonstrated in Chapter 2, Dutch emerging adults do experience 
this as an unstable time. A characteristic of the early adult years, often criticized in 
the popular press, is a possible source of this feeling of instability: boomeranging. 
The millennial generation has been referred to as the ‘boomerang’ generation, 
due to their tendency to return home to live with their parents after a period 
of independent living. This idea of boomeranging, from an independent to a 
dependent status, can be applied to other domains, such as relationships (from 
coupledom back to being single), education (graduating from education compared 
to dropping out of education), and employment (from being employed to returning 
to unemployment). In each instance a young person boomerangs from a more 
independent status, indicative of making progress towards adulthood, back into 
a more dependent status, indicative of lack of progression. Given the prominence 
of instability in the theory of emerging adulthood, as well as the attention paid to 
boomeranging in the press, I was keen to examine the extent to which boomeranging 
back into dependent roles occurred in the TransAM sample. Furthermore, given the 
emphasis on stable adult roles in the desistance literature, I was interested to see 
whether boomeranging was related to delinquency in emerging adulthood, and 
conversely whether progression into independent roles without boomeranging was 
related to lack of delinquency.
 In Chapter 6, I found little evidence that boomeranging was a common 
phenomenon in Dutch emerging adulthood, as least during the short period on 
which TransAM data were available. Nor did I find evidence of a group of emerging 
adults who experienced boomeranging simultaneously across all four life domains 
examined (relationship, education, employment, and living situation). However, 
for a small group of emerging adults, this was an unsettled time in terms of 
relationships, employment, and education. These ‘experimenters’ were the most 
likely to boomerang back to being single from being in a couple, the most likely to 
drop out of education, and the most likely to become unemployed after a period of 
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employment. These experiences, possibly indicating ‘bad’ transitions or transitions 
made too early, went alongside a high likelihood of remaining living in the parental 
home. This particular combination of boomeranging and dependency resulted in 
these young people having a higher likelihood of being involved in delinquency 
during emerging adulthood than other groups.
 Making the link between this particular manifestation of instability 
(boomeranging) and delinquent behaviour highlights a possible dark side of 
emerging adulthood. Whilst experimentation is generally lauded as a positive 
feature of the period, allowing young people the time and space to discover who 
they are, it is possible that too much chopping and changing, and the instability 
that this causes, does not provide the social context required to turn away from 
delinquency. Whilst in the TransAM data I found that this pattern of behaviour only 
applied to a small number of young people, recognizing the potential for this set 
back is an important finding.
8.1.7 Leaving the bank of mum and dad: Financial independence 
and delinquency desistance in emerging adulthood
As frequently highlighted in this thesis, and in the wider emerging adulthood 
literature, the millennial generation place less importance on traditional adult 
roles. Getting married, being employed, having children; these are no longer used 
as markers indicating adulthood has been achieved. Rather aspects such as taking 
responsibility for oneself, making independent decisions, and becoming financially 
independent are judged to indicate one has become an adult. Traditional adult roles 
have been linked to desistance in several criminological theories and empirically 
demonstrated to have a desistance effect in a number of studies. Whether the same 
is true of the markers of adulthood emphasised by emerging adults has yet to be 
widely empirically tested. Consequently, in Chapter 6 I focus on the link between 
financial independence and desistance.
 Examining within-person changes and so, again, controlling for differences 
between persons, my findings indicated that emerging adults reported less 
delinquency when financially independent than when financially dependent. 
This supports the idea of financial independence as a salient adult role in the 
mould of the ‘traditional’ roles, which were used to develop life-course theories 
of desistance, such as Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory (1993). Achieving 
financial independence clearly has real life consequences on behaviour. 
 Interestingly, the interaction effect I expected to find between education status, 
employment status, or living independently and financial dependence did not 
emerge. There was neither a cumulative effect, whereby achieving markers of 
adulthood in multiple domains provided an extra boost to desistance, nor a cognitive 
dissonance effect, whereby achieving adulthood in some areas whilst remaining 
Discussion
170
financially dependent was related to higher delinquency. This finding highlights the 
importance of examining whether alternative measures of adulthood are related 
to desistance when using contemporary samples. It also confirms the behavioural 
relevance of these alternative markers of adulthood for emerging adults.
8.2 Discussion
In this thesis, I set out to determine whether the theory of emerging adulthood is 
relevant in the Dutch context and, if so, how features of this period might affect well 
established life-course criminological theories of desistance. The importance of the 
early adult years to dynamic theories of criminal behaviour should be obvious from 
the shape of the well-known age-crime curve. It is, however, important for these 
dynamic theories to be repeatedly put to the test given changing life circumstances 
from one generation to the next. For example, for the disadvantaged men born 
during the Great Depression era, originally studied by the Gluecks (Glueck & Glueck, 
1950) and on which Sampson and Laub built their theory (Sampson & Laub, 1993a), 
military service during the early adult years was a near universal experience. This 
is certainly no longer the case in Europe. In addition, post-secondary education 
has become increasingly common across western countries since World War II. 
However, it is important not just to reconsider criminological theories in terms of 
structural or demographic changes in the nature of the early adult years, but also 
more subjective terms. As what it means to be an adult changes, do the hooks for 
change that encourage desistance as one becomes an adult also change?
8.2.1 Emerging adulthood theory 
In the introduction, I set out the theory of emerging adulthood, highlighting 
the five key features of the period, as well as other factors that emerging adults 
emphasise as important indicators of what it means to be adult. In this thesis, I have 
shown, first, that these five key features are broadly relevant to the Dutch context. 
Therefore, alongside the demographic and structural changes that the Dutch 
millennial generation exhibit, such as delayed marriage and parenthood, the period 
of emerging adulthood in the Netherlands appears to be a subjectively distinct time 
of life along the lines outlined by Arnett (2015b) and found in other countries (Atak 
& Çok, 2008; Fierro Arias & Moreno Hernandez, 2007; Lisha et al., 2012). However, 
despite this conclusion, in Chapter 5 where I examine boomeranging, I find little 
evidence for instability, one of these five key features. In this chapter I conceptualise 
instability in terms of structural instability, demonstrated by switching between 
independent and dependent roles. A possible reason for not finding much evidence 
of this manifestation of instability may be the relatively short time frame of the 
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study. Within a two-year period, experiencing any change in any domain may give 
rise to a feeling of instability. As we saw in Chapter 2, Dutch emerging adults clearly 
do recognise this time as one of instability. However, this subjective feeling of 
instability is not due to frequent switching between independent and dependent 
role statuses across multiple life domains. 
 Alongside the five key features of the period, emerging adulthood is also 
characterised by the value young people place on alternative markers of adulthood. 
Rather than seeing, for example, marriage or having a steady job as an indication 
that one has become an adult, they emphasise more individualistic qualities of 
character, such as achieving financial independence. In Chapter 6, I demonstrate 
that this marker of adulthood has real life behavioural consequences, namely 
a decrease in delinquent behaviour. This underlines the importance of financial 
independence as a salient marker of adulthood, one that emerging adults not only 
value as an indicator of adulthood, but one that also leads to behaviour change. 
 In a similar vein, in Chapter 3, I demonstrate that receiving parental social support 
acts as a protective factor against delinquency. During emerging adulthood, 
young people’s relationship with their parents generally changes to become more 
equal, where both parties see the other as individuals rather than solely parents 
or children (Arnett 2015). The parental social support measure used in Chapter 3 
may reflect this shift and if so, the evidence suggests that having a more equal 
and adult relationship with one’s parents is related to a lack of delinquency. This 
lack of delinquency is, of course, what we would expect to see during adulthood. 
Although not as clear cut as with the findings on financial independence, Chapter 
3’s findings suggest that developing a positive relationship with parents is indeed a 
key milestone on the path to adulthood for Dutch emerging adults. 
 So far then things are looking good for the theory of emerging adulthood and 
its applicability to the Dutch context. Another of the characteristics of emerging 
adulthood is that transitioning into what I have referred to as ‘traditional’ adult 
roles is, not only delayed until later in life (if ever), but downgraded in importance 
as a marker of adulthood achieved. Emerging adults’ sense of being an adult is not 
dependent on being married, on being a parent, or on having steady employment, 
nor is it dependent on having finished education (Arnett, 1997). Because of the 
delaying of ‘traditional’ adult roles, in Chapter 4, I examine adult roles more relevant 
to emerging adults, such as romantic relationships (not restricted to marriage or 
cohabitation) and living independently of parents. Interestingly, I find that these 
structural changes, despite their lack of emphasis for emerging adults, do relate to 
a decrease in delinquency. In Chapter 5, I use data from an older sample of emerging 
adults and I examine a combination of ‘traditional’ adult roles, such as marriage 
and parenthood, alongside other structural transitions relevant to emerging adults’ 
lives, such as living independently. I found these role transitions to be related to 
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personality maturation, as well as predicted by a decrease in delinquency. So, 
whilst emerging adults may not place importance on demographic or structural 
transitions as markers of adulthood, these transitions continue to make their effect 
felt, in terms of delinquent behaviour and personality maturation, if and when young 
people experience them. This is in fact in line with Arnett’s research (Arnett, 1998) 
as well as that of some of his critics (Hendry & Kloep, 2010), which has found, for 
example, that whilst non-parents do not rate parenthood very highly as a marker of 
adulthood, emerging adults who have become parents rate it as the most important 
criteria in becoming adult. The same may be true for other structural adult roles: 
Whilst they may not be seen as important markers of adulthood, they undoubtedly 
lead in changes in the lives of young people, and, as I have shown, changes in their 
delinquent behaviour. 
 In the introduction, I drew attention to critiques of the theory of emerging 
adulthood. Whilst this thesis did not explicitly set out to refute or confirm these, the 
findings do offer some insight. Several critics argue that the highlighted features of 
emerging adulthood, such as it being a time of experimentation, are not applicable 
to the more disadvantaged sections of society. I show in Chapter 2 that, in the 
Dutch context at least, this is not true: emerging adults with low socioeconomic 
status (SES) did not differentiate themselves from those with medium SES on the 
five key features of emerging adulthood. I argue that this finding may be a result of 
the stronger social welfare support provided in the Netherlands.
 Another point raised by critics is whether emerging adulthood is good for 
society, placing as it does a heavy burden on parents, wasting economic resources, 
and engaging in risky activities into the adult years (Hendry & Kloep, 2007b). My 
findings indicate that this is a point worthy of discussion. Entering adult roles and 
achieving financial independence is related to declining delinquency. Experiencing 
instability in relationships, education and employment is related to delinquency. As 
such, emerging adulthood, if this means delaying transitions into adult roles, not 
taking responsibility for one’s finances, or boomeranging from independent back 
into dependent role statuses, does have negative consequences for delinquent 
behaviour. However, concluding on the basis of this thesis that emerging adulthood 
is bad for society is rather hasty. Clearly certain aspects are linked to delinquency, 
but are these aspects entirely new phenomena that previous generations of 
delinquents did not experience? Or are they just different manifestations of 
life circumstances that equally applied to delinquents of previous generations? 
Answering this question would require a comparison between different historical 
data sources, and so must remain a subject for future research. 
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8.2.2 Life-course criminological theories
 One of my key aims in this thesis was to test the applicability of life-course 
criminological theories of desistance on a contemporary cohort of emerging adults. 
The emerging adult period is one in which the majority of young people desist 
from delinquency and I was interested to see whether theoretical explanations for 
this decline in delinquency, often developed and tested on older cohorts of adults 
or on adolescents, still held true. The three main theories discussed in the thesis 
are Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of social control, Giordano’s 
(Giordano et al., 2002) cognitive transformation theory, and Moffitt’s (1993) theory 
of adolescence-limited offending. I will discuss the theoretical implications for each 
of these. 
 All three theories contend that transitioning into adult roles is an important factor 
in desisting from delinquency during adulthood. Sampson and Laub posit that the 
informal social control these roles exert, providing stability and a connection to 
conventional society that offenders do not want to jeopardise, drives this effect. 
Giordano contends that these roles provide a necessary hook for change, but that 
first a cognitive shift is required in order to grab onto the hook. Moffitt argues that 
adult roles provide young people with a desired adult social status, thus bridging 
the maturity gap felt in adolescence and decreasing motivation for delinquency. 
The adult roles aspect of all the theories is supported by this thesis. Spending time 
in (Chapter 4) and transitioning into (Chapter 5) adult roles, where these represent 
structural changes relevant to the lives of emerging adults, is related to decreases in 
delinquent behaviour. These local life circumstances, therefore, still count, despite 
their lack of importance as markers of adulthood in the eyes of emerging adults.
 Sampson and Laub’s theory explicitly highlights the importance of the stability 
of adult roles, arguing that this is necessary to provide informal social control and 
a ‘new’ life not worth jeopardising through delinquency. My findings in this thesis 
suggest cautious support for this aspect in relation to emerging adults. In Chapter 6 
looking at role boomeranging, I find that emerging adults who experienced less role 
stability were more delinquent than those who experienced more role stability, but 
only in certain life domains. Stability in living circumstances, i.e., remaining in the 
parental home, did not differentiate ‘experimenters’ (more likely to be delinquent) 
and ‘achievement-focussed singles’ (less likely to be delinquent). Stability and role 
progression in education and employment on the other hand was associated with 
lower delinquency. Indeed, employment, in terms of the informal social control it 
offers, plays a prominent role in Sampson and Laub’s theory and has repeatedly 
been linked to desistance in adulthood (Uggen, 2000; van der Geest et al., 2011). 
This mechanism of informal social control might be extended to include education. 
Unlike in adolescence, where education is compulsory, in emerging adulthood being 
education means choosing to enrol in higher or further education. Progressing stably 
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through your chosen educational career may confer informal social control, in the 
same way that employment does, and therefore support desistance. However, on 
the other hand, being in education can be seen as a clear indication that adulthood, 
and a fully adult social status, has not yet been achieved and therefore work against 
desistance. Either or both of these are possibilities. In the case of the former, this 
would support Sampson and Laub’s theory, in the case of the latter, Moffitt’s 
theory. Taking a closer look at the life-course theories in terms of further or higher 
education seems to be necessary.
 In this thesis, I did not restrict myself to examining the relevance of structural 
indications of adulthood to the millennial generation. In line with emerging 
adulthood theory, which emphasises that young people value alternative markers of 
adulthood, in Chapter 7, I examined financial independence, one of these alternative 
markers. The results clearly indicated that achieving financial independence led to 
a decrease in delinquency among emerging adults. This adult role appears either 
to provide informal social control (Sampson and Laub), to offer a hook for change 
(Giordano), or to indicate an adult social status (Moffitt), which in each case would 
prompt desistance. The exact mechanism as to why financial independence leads 
to decreases in delinquency is as yet unclear. What is clear is that the principle of 
these theories holds true for contemporary emerging adults, for structural markers 
of adulthood, no longer emphasised as key to adulthood, as well as for at least one 
of the alternative markers of adulthood, prized by emerging adults. Broadening 
the scope of life-course theories of desistance to include these alternatives appears 
warranted.
 Giordano and colleagues’ (2002) theory of cognitive transformation contends 
that adult roles alone do not lead to desistance. A cognitive shift is required in order 
to make the most of the adult roles on offer. This theory highlights the importance 
of individual agency. This factor may be particularly important for emerging adults, 
who experience an increasingly heterogeneous path to adulthood; if anything 
goes, transitioning into adult roles might require a more conscious decision. 
In Chapter 5 I provide cautious initial support for this theory in a mixed gender, 
general population sample of emerging adults. I show that the relationship 
between declining delinquency and transitioning into adult roles is explained by 
increases in conscientiousness. I did not establish the exact temporal order of the 
changes, whether the shift to a more mature personality, in terms of increased 
conscientiousness, occurs prior to entering adult roles, and whether a decline in 
delinquency is a necessary precursor to entering adult roles. However, that a 
cognitive shift occurred in conjunction with declining delinquency and transitioning 
into adult roles, whether it was conscious or otherwise, indicates that it is not just 




 Moffitt’s (1993) adolescence-limited theory and specifically the bridging of the 
maturity gap in adulthood, was my focus in Chapter 4 of the thesis. The theory 
states that as young people gain a legitimate adult social status their motivation 
for delinquency declines. Moffitt argues that this motivation is the result of the 
maturity gap, whereby adolescents feel adult and, in the absence of an adult social 
status, seek to fulfil this feeling through means of delinquent behaviour. If emerging 
adults continued to experience a maturity gap, I would have expected when young 
people felt very adult but did not experience adult roles (i.e., an adult social status) 
they would show the highest levels of delinquency. This was not the case and, 
therefore, the maturity gap as conceptualised by Moffitt does not appear to apply 
to emerging adults. However, the feeling adult aspect of the theory does seem to 
have unexpected consequences for delinquency in emerging adulthood, whereby 
feeling adult was still a risk factor, but now in combination with adult roles. This 
suggests potential for extending and adapting the theory into emerging adulthood. 
 In sum, this thesis provides broad support for the dynamic life-course theories 
of desistance, whereby changing life circumstances associated with adulthood 
are related to desistance from delinquent behaviour during this period. What the 
evidence does suggest, however, is that what those changing life circumstances are 
needs to be re-examined and possibly reformulated to ensure the theories remain 
relevant to the realities of the lives of the millennial generation of emerging adults 
and beyond. This thesis brings together some initial steps and ideas towards this 
update of the desistance process during adulthood.
8.3 Policy implications
Understanding the nature of the early adult years and delinquent behaviour during 
these years is not only of interest to social scientists. For criminal policy makers, 
as well as for social workers, educators working with young people, and parents, 
it is important to understand when things go right, why they go right and when 
things go wrong, why they go wrong. Emerging adulthood is a key period within 
the life course, sandwiched as it is between adolescence, where delinquency is not 
unusual, and adulthood, where delinquency is unusual. This is also a period when 
many important life transitions occur, when groundwork is laid down for later life 
success, and when young people move from dependency on their family of origin 
towards, hopefully, independency and self-sufficiency. It is important, therefore, to 
examine how the characteristics of emerging adulthood are related to delinquency 
and desisting from delinquency, in order to identify those who are at risk of 
following the wrong path. Examining desistance in the general population, as I do 
in this thesis, rather than focussing on high-risk offenders, means that my findings 
have implications for practitioners across a range of different settings. 
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I show that, in general, becoming an adult, be that through transitioning into adult 
roles, experiencing stability in these roles, or becoming financially independent, is 
linked to decreases in delinquent behaviour. That adulthood goes hand in hand with 
desistance is nothing new, but that this still applies for the millennial generation 
of emerging adults, given the changed nature of the early adult years and changes 
in what it means to be an adult, is important. Nevertheless, the problem of what 
parents and practitioners can and should do with this information remains the same 
regardless of the generation. Emerging adults at risk of continued delinquency 
cannot be forced to start a relationship, to refuse financial assistance from their 
parents, or to remain in stable employment. Partly because this is not practically or 
ethically feasible, but also, as the findings from Chapter 5 seem to suggest, because 
becoming adult is about more than simply structural changes. Structural changes, 
such as leaving the parental home or entering fulltime employment, go hand in 
hand with psychological maturation. It is possible that the structural changes will 
not stick without the accompanying maturation. Therefore, even if it were possible, 
assigning young offenders to adult roles is unlikely to result in a failsafe path to 
desistance. 
 Where parents and practitioners, such as youth workers and educators, can 
help is in supporting young people in the choices they make and helping them to 
achieve their goals. Finding the right balance, however, is necessary. On the one 
hand, emerging adults need to be given autonomy to forge their own pathway 
to adulthood, to give them a sense of responsibilities and an adult social status. 
On the other hand, providing them with the support needed to make the right 
choices is crucial. Too much support will likely undermine their sense of being an 
adult, not enough support may leave them floundering and not able to take on new 
roles and responsibilities. This is also a fine line to tread in other ways. As Arnett 
repeatedly highlights (1997; 2007; 2011; 2015a), emerging adulthood is a period of 
experimentation, a time when many young people have the opportunity to explore 
possibilities of who they are and who they want to become, before taking on the 
responsibilities of adulthood. How can parents and practitioners ensure emerging 
adulthood can still be time of exploration and experimentation, a time when about-
turns can be made and reliance on parents can be positive, whilst still encouraging 
desistance from adolescent-like delinquent behaviour?
 I suppose the answer is that ultimately, beyond providing support when solicited, 
there is not much they can do. However, it is important to emphasise that the story 
of this thesis is, on the whole, positive: As young people progress along the path to 
increased stability and independence they turn away from delinquent behaviour. 
This will be true for the majority of young people caught up in delinquency early 
in life. Where care does need to be taken and attention should be paid is to those 
emerging adults who do not appear to be progressing towards independence or into 
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stable adult roles in any areas of their lives. This may indicate more than healthy 
exploration and experimentation, namely a stalled pathway to adulthood. Providing 
these young people with help so they can take the step towards independence 
is important. This support could take the form of ongoing educational or careers 
guidance, or providing housing support or advice on how to look after their financial 
affairs, to help them take steps towards independence in these areas.
8.4 Future research
The findings of this thesis raise questions for future research, some of which can 
be answered using the TransAM dataset, some of which would require similar data 
collected over a longer period of time, and some of which would require different 
kinds of data. 
 In this thesis, my aim was to zoom in on the emerging adult period. I was able to 
examine patterns in delinquent behaviour during this period using a temporally rich 
dataset (TransAM) and, in one chapter, to take an extended look using a data over 
a longer time period (CONAMORE). The TransAM study provides data on monthly 
changes in relationships, education, employment and living arrangements, as 
well as six-monthly updates on financial situations, delinquency, and a number of 
psychological measurements. This detail made it uniquely suitable to examining 
this period of the life-course, where so many changes, across multiple domains, 
take place. However, the time frame which the TransAM study covers is relatively 
short in terms of the emerging adult period. Consequently, behaviour over the 
longer term could not be examined at the same level of detail (hence the choice in 
Chapter 5 to use an alternative dataset). It goes without saying that many avenues 
for future research would require data covering a longer period of time.
 Throughout this thesis, I have referred to a decline in the number of delinquent 
offences as being an indication of desistance. This is justified if we consider a 
decrease in frequency of offending to be the manifestation of an underlying process 
of change (Farrington 2007). However, it is more common within the life-course 
criminological literature to take the cessation of offending to indicate desistance. 
Determining whether the decline in delinquency I have linked to various indications 
of adulthood does indeed represent an underlying process, of which the end point 
is cessation, is certainly an area for future research. Following up emerging adults 
over the entire emerging adult period would be useful to this end, both in terms of 
examining the complete cessation of offending, but also examining the role that the 
markers of adulthood play over the longer term. For example, the role instability I 
examined in Chapter 6 may have different or more pronounced consequences for 
delinquency if this occurs over a longer period or later in emerging adulthood. If 
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true, this would be in line with Sampson and Laub’s theory (1993) that stable adult 
roles are needed to support desistance. Not transitioning into adult roles may have 
a more profound effect on delinquent behaviour later on in emerging adulthood. 
This would provide a stronger indication of a stalled pathway to adulthood, which 
has in the past been linked to a continued criminal career path. Taking an extended 
look might also reveal young people who get trapped in ‘snares’ (McGee et al., 
2015) during the emerging adult period. Moffitt and colleagues (Moffitt et al., 2002) 
found that some adolescence-limited offenders did not desist in adulthood, as 
they became ensnared in, for example, addiction or periods of incarceration. Data 
collected over a longer period would be best suited to examine this.
 The two datasets I used in this thesis have general population samples and use 
self-reported delinquency measures. Data from both these studies can be used to 
examine ‘normal’, rather than high-risk, offenders. This is important given that, 
whilst the majority of young people offend during adolescence, the majority 
also desist during the early adult years. Picturing this ‘normative’ desistance is, 
therefore, best achieved with data such as those used in this thesis. However, using 
official conviction data would provide a different angle, picking up on more serious 
offending and testing whether the conclusions of this thesis also apply to a decline 
in criminal convictions. In addition, the life-course theories of desistance were 
generally developed using high-risk samples. Examining whether the features of 
emerging adulthood I have examined in a general population sample also apply to 
a high-risk sample would be an equally interesting exercise. 
 Another aspect that this thesis has not examined, and which would be ripe for 
future research, is different subtypes of offences. Rather than looking at delinquency 
in general, homing in on, for example, drug offences, violent crime, or white collar 
crime, might produce different conclusions as to how delinquency is related to 
changing life circumstances in emerging adulthood. Cybercrime is another subtype 
that has, to date, been understudied from a life-course perspective. The growing 
importance of this type of criminal behaviour cannot be ignored, particularly among 
younger generations for whom the online world is so prominent. Furthermore, this is 
a world where surveillance is minimal and where boundaries are more easily crossed. 
In addition, co-offending during emerging adulthood is another aspect of offending 
behaviour yet to be examined in much detail. We know that adolescent delinquency 
is heavily influenced by the peer group (Warr, 2002). My findings in Chapter 3 seem 
to suggest this is no longer the case in emerging adulthood. However, examining 
changes in the delinquency of the peer group and in co-offending overtime and in 
more detail, by using, for example, social network analysis (Weerman, 2011), would 
provide a more rigorous test of this. 
 In this thesis, I examined the desistance effect of one of the alternative markers of 
adulthood, financial independence. Two of the other most frequently named criteria 
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for adulthood are accepting responsibility for one’s self and making independent 
decisions. Future research should examine whether these have a desistance effect 
similar to that of financial independence. Furthermore, taking a closer look at the 
changing role of the parent-child relationship in desistance also seems warranted, 
given the findings in Chapter 3.
 Longitudinal, quantitative data, as used in this thesis, is particularly well-suited 
to answer questions about the influence of structural changes in life circumstances 
on offending behaviour. However, determining the mechanisms behind the effects 
of these changes may be best approached using qualitative data. In many of the 
chapters I speculate that achieving adult roles and markers of independence 
leads to a decline in delinquency because they provide a link to conventional 
society, informal social control, an adult social status, or because they represent 
a cognitive shift. One way of determining whether this is indeed the case, is by 
collecting in-depth interview data from emerging adults. Similarly, the relationship 
between subjective aspects, such as identity development and attitude change, 
and delinquency desistance, can be examined using quantitative data, but would 
also benefit from a qualitative approach. This type of analysis could pick up on 
the role of individual agency in the desistance process, a key part of the cognitive 
transformation theory.
8.5 Conclusion
On the evidence of this thesis, we can conclude that for Dutch young people 
emerging adulthood is a period of being adult in some ways but not in others. For 
those still finding their way towards the stability, independence and responsibilities 
of adulthood, desisting from delinquency is not yet self-evident. Certain features 
of emerging adult life are a risk factor for delinquency during this period of the life 
course, particularly when these features indicate a lack of maturation, for example, 
comparing oneself to adolescents, engaging in extreme alcohol use, boomeranging 
out of adult roles, or relying on parents for financial help. In contrast, indications that 
adulthood has been achieved, be they having a steady girlfriend, progressing through 
education and into employment, or standing on one’s own two feet financially, are 
linked to another achievement typical of adulthood: desistance. This desistance, 
however, remains a work in progress. Whether the declines in delinquency I have 
found are carried forward or whether emerging adults are boomeranged back 
into delinquency is uncertain. What remains true is that as young people mature, 
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List of 32 delinquent acts for which under Dutch law an adult can be arrested (N):
1 Steal something from a shop that was worth less than €10 (39)
2 Steal something from a shop that was worth more than €10 (17)
3 Steal a bicycle, moped or scooter (21)
4 Steal a motorbike (7)
5 Steal something out of a car, for example clothes, radio, telephone or other 
items (3)
6 Break into a parking meter or other machine to steal something, for example 
money, candy, drink or other item (7)
7 Break into a property with the purpose to steal something, for example a 
house, building site, or somewhere else (2)
8 Picked pockets (8)
9 Steal something in other way, for example from changing room, in the train 
or somewhere else (16)
10 Purposefully provided false information on you tax declaration (15)
11 Purposefully provided false information  concerning welfare payments (9)
12 Purposefully concealed or given false information to insurance company, 
for example for travel or household insurance (8)
13 Use violence in order to steal something from someone (6)
14 Hit and/or kicked someone on purpose without according to you wounding 
them (36)
15 Hit and/or kicked someone on purpose and wounding them (22)
16 Threaten someone in order to have sex with them against their will (6)
17 Had sex or tried to have sex with someone against their will (4)
18 Carried a weapon (35)
19 Hurt or wounded someone with a weapon (4)
20 Taken part in a riot or group fight in a public place, such as a football stadium, 
music festival, or other public space (31)
21 Sold soft drugs, for example weed or hash (21)
22 Sold party drugs, for example speed, XTC, or magic mushrooms (40)
23 Sold hard drugs, for example heroine, crack, cocaine (7)
24 Ridden a scooter, moped, car or motorbike under the influence of drink (71)
25 Ridden a scooter, moped, car or motorbike under the influence of drugs (44)
26 Help someone else to commit a crime, for example by keeping watch during 
a break in/not locking up business facilities (4)
27 Steal something from someone that was worth less than €10 (10)
28 Steal something from someone that was worth more than €10 (14)
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29 Defrauded your employer, for example by wrongly claiming expenses or 
transferring money to your account (13)
30 Given civil servants, officials or other people money or something else, in 
order that your employer receives an advantage, for example to escape a 




In order to deal with missing data due to attrition a multiple imputation technique 
was used. This method was chosen over methods such as listwise deletion, which 
can lead to biased estimates unless the unlikely assumption of missing completely 
at random (MCAR) is met. Little’s MCAR test was significant, indicating that there 
was a pattern to the missingness, i.e. the attrition in our dataset. Examining the 
reasons for this more closely indicated that attrition was related to sex, ethnicity, 
and several individual differences, including self-control and aggression, but not to 
delinquency reported in wave 1 interview, delinquent friends, childhood conduct 
disorder and several other individual differences. 
 Multiple imputation was carried out using the ‘mice’ package in the statistical 
programme R version 3.1.1 (van Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011). The number 
of imputed datasets was set at five. The imputation model was made up of all 
demographic control variables and independent variables (risk factors). Predictive 
mean matching was used to ensure non-existing/impossible values (e.g. negative 
values) were not imputed. Delinquency variables were imputed individually, i.e. 
each of the 48 listed offences was imputed, before creating the serious offending 
variable post imputation. Imputation the raw variables before transforming them 
is generally accepted to be the best solution (van Buuren, 2012). Convergence 
was examined, with plots indicating that 10 iterations were sufficient to achieve 
convergence. On the subsequent analysis pooling of parameters was carried out in 
SPSS by identifying the dataset as imputed. 
 Results of analysis carried out on the dataset using listwise deletion were similar 
to those presented in the paper. Any the differences that were present indicated 
that a greater number of effects were found to be significant using listwise deletion 
than multiple imputation, but that these significant effects had odds ratios of 
less than 2 and in most cases less than 1. In addition odds ratios for effects found 
significant using both methods were generally smaller using listwise deletion than 




Table 1. Mediation model showing within-individual direct and indirect effects of conscientiousness 



































Conscientiousness > Transitions > Delinquency 0.007
0.053








Note. N=284. *p<.045, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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Conscientiousness > Delinquency -0.410
4.648




















Transitions > Conscientiousness > Delinquency -0.017
0.011








Note. N=284. *p<.045, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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Table 3. Mediation model showing within-individual direct and indirect effects of delinquency 






Total (M1) / Direct (M2) effects




Transitions > Conscientiousness 0.273***
0.040






























Note. N=284. *p<.045, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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Table 4. Mediation model showing within-individual direct and indirect effects of delinquency 






Total (M1) / Direct (M2) effects




Conscientiousness > Transitions 0.097***
0.025






















Residual variance conscientiousness 0.918*** 
0.022






Note. N=284. *p<.045, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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Table 5. Mediation model showing within-individual direct and indirect effects of transitions and 






Total (M1) / Direct (M2) effects




Delinquency > Conscientiousness -0.040
0.039






















Residual variance delinquency 0.985*** 
0.013






Note. N=284. *p<.045, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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Table 6. Mediation model showing within-individual direct and indirect effects of conscientious-






Total (M1) / Direct (M2) effects




Delinquency > Transitions -0.051
0.041






















Residual variance delinquency 0.969*** 
0.019










Odds ratios of class membership predicting reporting a delinquent offence at 
Wave 4 interview using non-imputed data.
One or more arrestable offence
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3













































Note: Standard errors are in italics, 95% confidence intervals in parentheses
†p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Odds ratios of adolescent police record predicting class membership using non-
imputed data.












Note: Standard errors are in italics, 95% confidence intervals in parentheses










De afgelopen decennia is er veel veranderd in het leven van jongvolwassenen. Veel 
jongeren zitten langer op school voordat zij beginnen met werken en belangrijke 
transities naar volwassen rollen zoals trouwen en het krijgen van kinderen worden 
steeds verder uitgesteld. Hierdoor ziet voor de huidige generatie jongvolwassenen 
de periode tussen het 18de en 25ste jaar er anders uit dan voor eerder generaties. 
Onderzoek door Jeffrey Arnett in de V.S. laat zien dat deze periode tegenwoordig 
vooral gekenmerkt wordt door het focussen op zichzelf, het verkennen van de eigen 
identiteit, experimenteren met mogelijke levensstijlen, zich nog-niet-helemaal-
volwassen voelen en door een hoge mate van instabiliteit (in woonsituatie, 
romantische relaties, dagelijkse bezigheden, enz.). Onderzoekers spreken van een 
nieuwe ontwikkelingsperiode, de emerging adulthood. 
 Het ontstaan van de emerging adulthood betekent dat door de huidige generatie 
jongvolwassenen transities naar traditioneel volwassen rollen niet meer als de 
belangrijkste indicatoren van volwassen zijn worden gezien. Volwassenheid 
betekent voor hen veel meer het accepteren van eigen verantwoordelijkheid, 
het ontwikkelen van eigen normen en waarden, het krijgen van een meer gelijke 
relatie met hun ouders, en financieel onafhankelijk worden (Arnett 1997). Transities 
naar traditioneel volwassen rollen zijn een prominent onderdeel van levensloop 
criminologische theorieën die pogen veranderingen in crimineel gedrag na de 
adolescentie te verklaren.  Gegeven de grote demografische veranderingen die zich 
de laatste decennia hebben voltrokken, is de vraag of deze theorieën nog relevant 
zijn voor de emerging adults van vandaag. 
 In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik ten eerste of het van oorsprong Amerikaanse 
concept van emerging adulthood relevant is voor de Nederlandse context en wat 
de risico en beschermende factoren voor delinquent gedrag in deze periode zijn. 
Vervolgens kijk ik naar traditionele markers van volwassenheid en naar kenmerken 
die door emerging adults zelf worden gezien als tekenen van volwassenheid. Welke 
van deze kenmerken zorgen voor veranderingen in delinquent gedrag? Ik besprek 
deze relaties met verwijzing naar belangrijke levensloop criminologische theorieën, 
namelijk Sampson en Laub’s theorie van informele sociaal controle, Moffit’s twee 
paden theorie van adolescentie gelimiteerde delinquentie, en Giordano’s theorie 
van cognitieve transformatie. Hiervoor gebruik ik hoofdzakelijk data van het 
TransAM project.
 Voor het TransAM-project zijn tussen 2010 en 2014 gegevens verzameld over de 
levens van in Amsterdam wonende jongvolwassenen. Jongvolwassenen met een 
delinquent verleden en jongvolwassenen met een Marokkaanse of Nederlands-
Caribisch herkomst zijn oververtegenwoordigd in de steekproef. Respondenten 
zijn vier keer geïnterviewd over hun opleiding, werk, relaties, en woonsituatie. 
Ook hebben zij antwoord gegeven op vragen van verschillende gevalideerde 
psychologische instrumenten. Bij elke interview rapporteerden ze over hun 
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delinquente gedrag gedurende de voorafgaande zes maanden. Naast de TransAM 
data heb ik ook gebruik gemaakt van data van het CONAMORE-project. Deze 
project begon in 2001 met een adolescente steekproef om conflicten in relaties 
te onderzoeken. In 2010, bij het meest recente meet moment, was de steekproef 
gemiddeld 27 jaar. Deze data gaven mij de gelegenheid om een ouder cohort te 
bestuderen.  
 In hoofdstuk 2 toon ik aan dat Nederlandse jongeren emerging adulthood 
anders ervaren dan jongeren in de V.S. Hoewel de jongvolwassenheid in Nederland 
zeker ook een periode is van veranderingen, wordt dit door Nederlandse 
jongvolwassenen niet als louter positief ervaren. Het proces van exploratie dat 
Nederlandse emerging adults doormaken heeft twee kanten: exploratie van wie 
ze nu zijn en wie ze in de toekomst willen zijn. Voor Nederlandse emerging adults 
is het ook een tijd om te experimenteren. Hoewel er kleine verschillen tussen de 
herkomstgroepen zijn - Nederlanders met een Marokkaanse afkomst ervaren deze 
periode bijvoorbeeld negatiever - is het emerging adulthood fenomeen herkenbaar 
voor alle herkomstgroepen.
 Mijn doel in hoofdstuk 3 was om na te gaan welke factoren het risico verhogen dat 
jongvolwassenen delinquent gedrag vertonen en welke factoren jongvolwassenen 
hier mogelijk tegen beschermen en in hoeverre deze factoren verschillen van de 
risico- en beschermende factoren tijdens de adolescentie. De resultaten laten zien 
dat zwaar alcoholgebruik de kans verhoogt dat jongvolwassenen zich delinquent 
gedragen en dat steun van ouders de kans hierop juist verlaagt. Deze bevindingen 
zijn opmerkelijk omdat alcoholgebruik – anders dan voor adolescenten – voor 
jongvolwassenen wettelijk is toegestaan en ook algemeen lijkt te worden 
geaccepteerd. Hoewel de ouder-kind relatie verandert tijdens de jongvolwassen 
periode, spelen ouders toch nog een belangrijke rol in het beschermen van hun 
jongvolwassen kinderen tegen delinquent gedrag.
 In hoofdstuk 4 vind ik dat het aannemen van traditioneel volwassen rollen ook 
in de huidige generatie jongvolwassenen nog steeds samenhangen met delinquent 
gedrag. Jongeren plegen minder delicten als ze een relatie hebben, een baan hebben, 
en niet meer in het ouderlijke huis wonen. Echter, als deze rollen samengaan met 
een verhoogd gevoel van volwassen zijn, zien we deze effecten niet. Een mogelijke 
verklaring hiervoor is dat deze groep jongvolwassenen, zich weliswaar volwassen 
voelt, maar (nog) niet in staat is om met de vrijheid die deze volwassenrollen geven 
om te gaan. 
De relatie tussen volwassen rollen en de afname in delinquentie kan deels verklaard 
worden door veranderingen in persoonlijkheid. In hoofdstuk 5 laat ik, met gebruik 
van de CONAMORE-data, zien dat een afname in delinquent gedrag voorspellend 
is voor de tijd die jongvolwassenen door brengen in volwassen rollen en dat dit 
effect volledig loopt via toegenomen zorgvuldigheid. Ik concludeer hieruit dat deze 
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drie factoren – afname van delinquent gedrag, toename van zorgvuldigheid en het 
vervullen van volwassen rollen - indicatoren zijn voor psychosociale volwassenheid, 
iets waarnaar de Gluecks in hun klassieke studie uit de jaren 50 al verwezen in hun 
beschrijving van de levens van (ex)delinquenten. 
 In hoofdstuk 6 gebruik ik de rijkheid van de TransAM-data. In de TransAM-data is, 
voor een periode van twee jaar, maandelijkse informatie over school, werk, relaties, 
en woonsituatie van de respondenten beschikbaar. Ik vind dat als jonge mensen 
veel instabiliteit ervaren, dat wil zeggen, veel van relatie wisselen, hun school niet 
afmaken, of hun baan verliezen, de kans groter is dat ze delinquent gedrag gaan 
vertonen. Mogelijk is de instabiliteit die deze groep emerging adults ervaart een 
teken van voortdurende problemen die zich niet beperken tot deze levensperiode.
Naast de traditioneel volwassenrollen die ik in de hoofdstukken 4 en 5 heb bekeken, 
kijk ik in hoofdstuk 7 naar financiële onafhankelijkheid. Voor de huidige generatie 
jongvolwassenen zou dit een van de belangrijkste tekenen zijn dat de volwassenheid 
is bereikt. Ik vind inderdaad dat financiële onafhankelijkheid leidt tot een afname in 
delinquent gedrag onder jongvolwassenen. 
 Samengevat lijkt het erop dat belangrijke aspecten van emerging adulthood, 
zoals het uitstellen van volwassen rollen, het financieel afhankelijk blijven van 
ouders en het ervaren van instabiliteit, een keerzijde hebben. Hoewel de meeste 
jonge mensen stoppen met het vertonen van delinquent gedrag in deze periode, 
zijn er ook die in (toenemende) problemen komen. Identificatie van deze groep is 
belangrijk om hen te ondersteunen in een succesvolle transitie naar volwassenheid 
en hen te behoeden voor het ontwikkelen van een langdurige criminele carrière. 
 Theoretisch gezien concludeer ik dat, als ik kijk naar de klassieke criminologische 
levenslooptheorieën en de nadruk die zij leggen op de overgang naar traditionele 
volwassen rollen, deze nog steeds relevant zijn voor hedendaagse jongvolwassenen 
in Nederland. Veranderingen in deze levensdomeinen tijdens de emerging 
adulthood leiden vaak tot een afname in delinquent gedrag. Echter, veranderingen 
die emerging adults beschouwen als belangrijke tekenen van volwassenheid leiden 
ook tot een afname in delinquent gedrag. In tegendeel, andere kenmerken van de 
emerging adulthood periode verhogen het risico dat jongmensen probleemgedrag 
blijven vertonen. Dit proefschrift bevestigt de relevantie van het emerging adulthood 
concept voor criminologen. Bijgevolg is het belangrijk dat levensloop theorieën 
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